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In recent years, dramatic props and costumes have become the focus of a renewed scholarly 
interest in the performance aspects of Greek drama. This has entailed, in particular, a shift away 
from enquiries into the ostensible realia of Greek staging to explorations of their complex con-
structions, semiotics and agencies in the plays and their cultural contexts more widely. My 
thesis situates itself within these developments but considers the hitherto underexplored phe-
nomenon of (un)dressing in Greek tragedy and comedy. Often treated as a matter of physical 
costuming, it is a central contention of my work that (un)dress in theatrical representation func-
tions, first and foremost, as an imaginary site where ideas of social identity, difference and 
transformation may be mapped and negotiated. Drawing on a broad range of relevant tragic and 
comic scenes, I argue that both dressing and undressing are persistently evoked in Greek drama 
as social and interactive performances, allowing characters to (re)position themselves and oth-
ers in a grid of hierarchical relations, including differences of gender and station at their core. 
At the same time, the agency of (un)dressing is frequently reversed in the dramatic imagination: 
it is the performance of (un)dressing that determines a character’s social identity rather than 
vice versa. By exploring this dual capacity of dramatic (un)dressing, my thesis situates the the-
atrical concepts of (un)dressing within the plays’ socio-political context in the democratic city 
of Athens: these concepts highlight the precarious position of the democratic citizen male, 
caught between traditional ideas of essential being and a pervasive public performativity of self, 
as well as the different representational strategies used to address this uncertainty in tragedy 
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Ὦ κροκώθ᾽, οἷ᾽ εἴργασαι, ‘Oh saffron robe, what have you done?’ (Thesm. 945). Thus, 
Euripides’ Kinsman bewails his plight in Aristophanes’ Thesmophoriazusae. Having donned 
female garb in an ostensibly crafty Euripidean disguise, he finds himself unable to reverse the 
process, in both a literal and a metaphorical sense: the unwilling male protagonist can neither 
shed the feminine dress nor the feminizing degradation it entails. Beyond its significance for 
the play at hand (see 1.3.2 (ii), 2.4.5 (iii)), this line points to a larger set of questions: What do 
dress changes do in Greek drama? And, more specifically, how do they relate to questions of 
social identity and hierarchical change? Do they conceptualize social reality as malleable to 
forces of external performance, as the Kinsman’s line implies, or do they endorse the unaltera-
ble and stable sense of being suggested in another famous dramatic line: εἶναι μὲν ὅσπερ εἰμί, 
φαίνεσθαι δὲ μή, as Euripides’ Telephus proclaims before donning a beggar’s rags (Ar. Ach. 
441 = Eur. Tel. fr. 6981)?  
These concerns lie at the core of this thesis. It asks how dramatic concepts of dress-based 
changes of appearance intersect with ideas and anxieties about the (in)stability of social iden-
tity, hierarchical difference and mobility, both on the Athenian stage and in the democratic city 
beyond. My thesis addresses these issues by examining two particular discourses of dress ma-
nipulation in Athenian tragedy and comedy:2 ‘re-dressing’, which I define as characters’ delib-
erate dress-based assumption of a different identity, and ‘undressing’, that is, characters’ re-
moval of dress and attire and/or the display of their bodies to sight. I will subsume both dis-
courses under the term ‘(un)dressing’. If drama exclusively followed the Telephean paradigm 
above, re-dressing and undressing should be simple inverses of each other: while re-dressing 
allows the temporary projection of a different persona, undressing should remove the disguise 
and reveal the true identity beneath. And yet, as the Kinsman’s line suggests, matters are rarely 
as straightforward. Frequently, dramatic discourses of ostensibly external dress performances 
slip into socio-hierarchical transformations of being and vice versa. This slippage gestures, I 
 
1 See ΣTr ad Ach. 441: oἱ δύο στίχοι οὗτοι ἐκ Τηλέφου Εὐριπίδου. 
2 My inquiry focuses on the extant plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides and Aristophanes. Aside from Eurip-
ides’ Telephus, I have largely excluded fragmentary plays from my considerations, due to the importance of dra-
matic context for the present study. To enhance readability, I will use ‘comedy’ and ‘tragedy’ as shorthand for this 
reduced corpus. Throughout this thesis, I will employ the term ‘discourse(s)’ to refer to characters’ words, thoughts 
and ideas about their dress performances, as distinct from the realia of costuming.  
 2 
propose, not only to the complexities of theatrical mimesis, but also to how social identity itself, 
especially the male civic persona most centrally at stake in Athenian drama,3 is conceptualized 
as a contested site in the contemporary polis. It is with the advent of Athenian democracy in the 
fifth century BCE that a traditional understanding of being as essential, and visibly manifest 
(see 1.1.1, 2.1.1), is superseded by the notion of an identity that is performative at its core: the 
democratic citizen. While passed through descent, the citizen’s identity is only truly graspable, 
and ideologically conceptualized, in his social practices, interactions and appearances (see 
1.2.3).4 In the terms of the present inquiry, in the democratic city, you are what you wear. As 
this thesis will argue, the anxieties attached to this performative sense of self, and the fluidity 
of socio-hierarchical categories it allows, become particularly visible in the different represen-
tations of re-dressing and undressing in Athenian drama. 
In so doing, my dissertation both draws on, and deliberately departs from, earlier scholar-
ship. By inquiring into dramatic characters’ discourses of re-dressing and undressing in tragedy 
and comedy, I am shifting the focus from dress and undress, as a character’s visible and material 
(lack of) garments, to (un)dressing,5 as a socio-hierarchical performance in dramatic interaction 
– a performance that may help us elucidate, I propose, concepts of social identity offstage. In 
addressing both tragic and comic patterns of (un)dressing, I am additionally pursuing a com-
parative approach. This presupposes four important, interrelated steps: the decisions (i) to ex-
plore social meanings and hierarchical constructions, rather than stage realia, (ii) to examine 
dress processes and performances, rather than dress states, (iii) to consider tragic and comic 
representations, rather than a single dramatic genre, and, finally, (iv) to approach ideas of socio-
hierarchical being in contemporary Athens through dramatic discourses of (un)dressing. On all 
four accounts, my thesis responds to a significant gap in the scholarship: as I will show, the 
study of concepts of (un)dressing in Greek drama can make an important contribution not only 
to our understanding of Athenian tragedy and comedy, but also of the world in which they were 
staged. 
As I will demonstrate, the scholarly focus on the realia of Greek theatre is particularly 
pronounced for characters’ discourses of undressing (see 2.1): with few exceptions,6 undressing 
features primarily in scholars’ discussions of the theatrical costumes and mechanics of stage-
nakedness (e.g. What female breast, if any, could a male tragic actor bare?). This neglects in-
quiry into the important ways in which undress functions as a site of hierarchical negotiation in 
 
3 See Zeitlin (1996) 346. 
4 See Goldhill (1999), Patterson (2005), Farenga (2006) 4-12. 
5 When referring to my own research, I am using ‘undress’ and ‘undressing’ interchangeably to convey the same 
processual sense. 
6 Griffith (1988), Zweig (1992), Compton-Engle (2015) 40-58. 
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characters’ interactions and is, in itself, the product of social constructions. As I will argue, 
nakedness is imagined in Greek drama not primarily as a material, visible state, but as a socio-
hierarchical process: in this sense, dramatic undress is always already undressing. This argu-
ment approaches dramatic undress from an important, new perspective, while also engaging 
with recent work on the social constitution and performativity of the (gendered) body by Clas-
sical scholars, such as Karen Bassi, James Porter and Katrina Cawthorn, and social theorists 
more broadly.7 Particularly central for my considerations is the research of sociologist Ruth 
Barcan, whose inquiries into the ‘intersubjective’ existence of undress operate within a Fou-
cauldian and Butlerian frame of social performance.8 My destabilization of the physicality of 
dramatic undress furthermore draws upon characters’ deliberate discourses of viewing the bared 
body and is thus indebted to the scholarship of Erika Fischer-Lichte, Chiara Thumiger and 
Froma Zeitlin on the constructedness of vision in the theatre.9 As such, it also shares in the 
current interest among Classical scholars in the complex creations, implications and agencies 
of theatrical objects and materialities, as exemplified in recent publications by Melissa Mueller 
and Mario Telò.10 
Largely neglected in previous studies of dramatic undress, the foregrounding of social 
meanings over stage realia is part of a growing scholarly engagement with the socio-cultural 
implications of dramatic and non-dramatic dress. Unlike Arthur Pickard-Cambridge’s seminal 
discussion of theatrical dress in The Dramatic Festivals of Athens11 or Laura Stone’s Costume 
in Aristophanic Comedy,12 recent publications on dramatic costume are not just concerned with 
the precise kinds of dress worn on stage, but also with the semiotic and social potential of 
‘costume in action’.13 Thus, Rosie Wyles’ Costume in Greek Tragedy (2011) immediately pro-
ceeds from the ‘visual evidence’ and ‘practicalities’ of tragic costumes to their ‘semiotics’ and 
‘language’.14 The same understanding of dress as a quasi-linguistic sign, to be decoded in its 
socio-cultural context, underpins a number of recent studies on non-dramatic dress in antiquity. 
Most notable in this context is an ongoing project directed by French historians Florence 
 
7 See Bassi (1998), Porter (1999), Cawthorn (2008). For related Classical scholarship, see Gleason (1995), Mont-
serrat (1998), Wyke (1998), Cohen (2000), Gunderson (2000), Hopkins and Wyke (2005), Prost and Wilgaux 
(2006), Fögen and Lee (2009), Osborne (2011); for social theory, Nead (1992), Barcan (2004), Frank (2005), 
Masquelier (2005). 
8 See Barcan (2004) 23 and section 2.1.1. 
9 See Zeitlin (1994) 138-196, Thumiger (2013) 233-245, Fischer-Lichte (2014) 38-40 and section 2.1.1. 
10 See Mueller (2016a), Telò (2016), Mueller and Telò (2018). Cf. Bielfeldt (2014). 
11 Pickard-Cambridge (21988) 177-231. Cf. Bieber (21961), Brooke (1962). The descriptive focus of these works 
parallels the historical-typological agenda of contemporary studies on (non-theatrical) dress: Heuzey (1922), 
Bieber (1928), Wilson (1938), Houston (1947), Evans and Abrahams (1964), Bonfante (1975). 
12 Stone (1981). A final chapter on ‘costume changes’ touches on ideas of identity transformation, albeit without 
in-depth discussion (Stone (1981) 398-438). 
13 See Wyles (2011) 61, Compton-Engle (2015) 3. 
14 See Wyles (2011) chapters 1-3.  
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Gherchanoc and Valérie Huet on the meaning of clothing and nudity in antiquity: inspired by 
Roland Barthes’ semiotics, their explicit aim is the examination of the ‘langage’ of an ancient 
‘système vestimentaire’ signifying ‘différentes classes d’ âge, de sexe, de fonctions, de rangs 
et de statuts’.15 Similarly, the research conducted and convened by Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones, the 
most prolific anglophone writer on ancient dress to date, focuses on ‘understand[ing] the “lan-
guage of dress” spoken in the Greek world’.16 Wyles nuances the socio-cultural ‘translation’ of 
dress with a brief discussion of the theatrical potential of costume changes to alter the character 
identity that costume signifies.17 Here, she taps into the important topic of the transformativity 
of theatrical and ritual mimesis,18 which I will return to repeatedly in this thesis (see especially 
1.1.1, 1.3.2 (i), 1.4.2). At the same time, Wyles’ discussion fails to fully consider either the 
socio-hierarchical implications of dramatic dress changes, as they degrade or elevate the char-
acter re-dressed, or the nexus between dressing and social construction in a wider sense.  
The latter lies at the heart of Mireille Lee’s monograph on Body, Dress and Identity (2015). 
Drawing on Erving Goffman’s sociology of dress and current approaches in dress theory, Lee 
explores ancient dress as ‘an embodied social practice by means of which individuals and 
groups construct identity’.19 Lee’s understanding of ancient dress as a socially creative process 
mapped upon the human body significantly adds to Wyles’ considerations of identity construc-
tions in the theatrical sphere of costuming. In my present study of the dramatic explorations of 
socio-hierarchical dress performances, I am drawing on a combination of both perspectives.20 
A final, important influence and foil for this inquiry is Gwendolyn Compton-Engle’s Costume 
in the Comedies of Aristophanes (2015). In the ‘competitive world of Aristophanic comedy’, 
Compton-Engle asserts, ‘comic costume, in action, is also a way to demonstrate who is win-
ning’.21 Compton-Engle’s emphasis on interactional power dynamics, and the deliberateness 
with which characters employ garments and attire, has been fundamental to my approach. And 
yet, her study also leaves important questions unaddressed. Like Wyles’, her interest lies with 
the significance of dress manipulation in a single dramatic genre and, unlike Wyles’ entertain-
ment of the transformative potential of theatrical costuming, Compton-Engle re-asserts a 
largely signifying paradigm: for her, costume control is ‘a sign of mastery’, distinguishing 
 
15 Gherchanoc and Huet (2012) 15. 
16 Llewellyn-Jones (2002) vii. Cf. Llewellyn-Jones (2003), Cleland, Harlow and Llewellyn-Jones (2005), Cleland, 
Davies and Llewellyn-Jones (2007). On socio-cultural meanings of dress, see also Geddes (1987), Sebesta and 
Bonfante (1994), Miller (1997) 153-187, Battezzato (1999-2000), Cohen (2001), van Wees (2005), Skouroumouni 
Stavrinou (2016). 
17 Wyles (2011) 61-69. Cf. Wyles (2010). 
18 See Wyles (2011) 61, 69. Cf. Lada-Richards (1999) 160-172, Wiles (2007) 41-43. 
19 Lee (2015) 1. For a related approach, see Edmondson and Keith (2008) on Roman dress.  
20 For a broader discussion of identity and (theatrical) performance in antiquity, see Duncan (2006). 
21 Compton-Engle (2015) 8, 3. 
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winners from losers in the comic world, but one which ‘call[s] into question the power of cos-
tume to transform status and character’.22  
In contrast, I will not only argue that comedy’s discourses of (un)dressing do suggest pro-
cesses of socio-hierarchical transformation – the Kinsman’s quote above certainly indicates as 
much – but that it is in a comparative study of both dramatic genres that their specific slippages 
between marking and making identity become most clearly apparent. As my opening choice of 
a quote from comedy and tragedy each may illustrate, there are notable differences in the rep-
resentational strategies applied to dramatic processes of (un)dressing in both genres: comedy 
generally foregrounds the transformative potential of dress manipulation, especially as it leads 
to a character’s socio-hierarchical detriment, while tragedy treats transformative dress perfor-
mances either with non-representation (in the case of re-dressing) or by displacing them into 
female figures (in the case of undressing); comedy tends to showcase the unsettling implica-
tions at the core of socio-hierarchical (un)dressing, while tragedy casts them into relief by re-
fraction and avoidance. These differences are, however, by no means clear cut: not incidentally, 
the non-transformative paradigm of Euripides’ Telephus re-emerges in the Aristophanic parody 
of Acharnians (441) and the transformative notion of the Kinsman’s words captures, just as 
well, Pentheus’ fate in Bacchae. Ultimately, it is in the intersecting complexities of the dis-
courses of re-dressing and undressing in both genres, I propose, that we may trace contemporary 
anxieties about the instability of identity and socio-hierarchical differences in public perfor-
mance. 
 
I will develop this argument in the course of two chapters, by proceeding from dramatic 
discourses of re-dressing (Chapter One) to dramatic discourses of undressing (Chapter Two). 
In each chapter, I will discuss in detail the tragic and comic scenes most relevant to the respec-
tive dress performance, establishing the socio-hierarchical patterns of (un)dressing in each case. 
In an introductory section on ‘contemporary frameworks’ (1.1.1, 2.1.1) and a set of concluding 
discussions (1.2.3, 1.5, 1.6, 2.3, 2.5), both chapters will also explore what these patterns may 
tell us about concepts of being and performance in Athenian society. A final evaluation will 
conclude this thesis and reflect on the significance of dramatic discourses of (un)dressing for 

























































































In Aristophanes’ Frogs, the god Dionysus ventures to the underworld to retrieve Euripides, 
whom he dearly misses after his recent death. He does so in the company of Xanthias, his slave, 
and in the trappings of Heracles – a hero well known for his successful katabasis. All too 
quickly, Dionysus’ costume proves less helpful than he had hoped. Greeted by a furious Aeacus 
at the underworld’s gates, the would-be Heracles resolves to pass on his heroic exterior to Xan-
thias and to take up the slave’s bundle instead: σὺ μὲν γενοῦ ’γὼ τὸ ῥόπαλον τουτὶ λαβὼν | καὶ 
τὴν λεοντῆν … | ἐγὼ δ᾽ ἔσομαί σοι σκευοφόρος (Ran. 495-497). With the subsequent threefold 
exchange of Heraclean costume and servile baggage in Ran. 494-673, a repeated role reversal 
between master and slave, god and mortal, is enacted on stage. 
This passage provides us, not only with a high-point of Aristophanic slapstick humour, but 
also with a set of vivid examples of what I have called dramatic ‘re-dressing’ in the introduction 
of this thesis. I am using this term to describe the dramatization of a character’s deliberate 
change of appearance in order to assume a different identity on stage. In other words, dramatic 
re-dressing is a purposeful and dress-based change of dramatic identity.23 Disguise, that is, re-
dressing with misleading or self-veiling intent,24 is no doubt its most prominent instantiation. 
As such, it has inspired a significant array of scholarly responses: from Rosie Wyles’ treatment 
of dress change as part of a semiotic ‘language of costume’,25 Charles Segal’s interpretation of 
disguise as the metatragic device in a Dionysiac poetics26 and Frances Muecke’s assessment of 
disguise as a ‘doubling of the costume’27 to Karen Bassi’s understanding of costumed role-
 
23 In a recent web post, Sommerstein explores dramatic ‘reclothing’, that is, the ‘attiring of a character, or of the 
chorus in body clothing different from, or additional to, that which he, she or they last wore’ (Sommerstein (2013) 
1). My concept of re-dressing differs from reclothing in its focus on the link between dress changes and socio-
hierarchical identity.  
24 Here, I am following Muecke (1982a) 24 n. 31: ‘disguise … [is] a change in personal appearance assumed or 
exploited in order deceptively and deliberately to conceal identity and maintain two roles’.  
25 Wyles (2011) 1. On disguise as costuming, see also Stone (1981) 407-423, Pickard-Cambridge (21988) 177-
231, Compton-Engle (2015) 88-109, Barbieri (2017) 63-65. 
26 Segal (21997) 215-271. On disguise and metatheatre, see Muecke (1982a), Ringer (1998), Dobrov (2001), Slater 
(2002), Wyles (2011) 95-106; on disguise and (Dionysiac) ritual, Lada-Richards (1999) 159-215. 
27 Muecke (1982a) 22. 
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playing as putting the ‘integrity or constancy of the masculine subject … at risk’,28 Gwendolyn 
Compton-Engle’s exploration of dressing up as a matter of comic ‘costume control’29 and Mi-
chael Silk’s discussion of recreative transformation as ‘a pervasive and essential fact of Aristo-
phanic drama’.30 All of these approaches offer valuable contributions to our understanding of 
dramatic disguise and have advanced scholarly discussions beyond the simplistic assessment 
of dressing (up) as merely a ‘useful comic device’.31  
And yet, as I will argue (and hope to remedy) in this chapter, the scholarly exploration of 
re-dressing still lacks nuancing and expansion, especially on two counts. Firstly, it subsumes 
under the term of ‘disguise’ a number of dress changes that are, in fact, re-dressings of a differ-
ent kind: they are internal and transformative, rather than external and deceptive, in intent 
and/or effect.32 In his Heraclean dress performance in Frogs, for instance, Dionysus does not 
initially attempt to pass himself off as Heracles, but to partake in Heraclean qualities by wearing 
his tell-tale attire – it is imitation, mimesis, he pursues (Ran. 109: ἦλθον κατὰ σὴν μίμησιν). 
Only as Dionysus arrives in the underworld in Heraclean attire and is taken for Heracles does 
the heroic dress become a disguise proper, employed or avoided for its externally misleading 
function. The lack of a precise distinction between transformative and deceptive re-dressing 
often entails the under-exploration of their relationship to each other and thus leaves important 
questions unaddressed: when does the pursuit of internal change turn into disguise and when 
does externally misleading appearance turn into transformation? At what point, if at all, does 
either of these shifts become problematic?  
These questions appear all the more relevant as we turn to the second and more significant 
gap in the scholarship on dramatic re-dressing: the fundamentally hierarchical nature of char-
acters’ dress-based changes of identity.33 To return, once again, to our Aristophanic example 
above, when Xanthias puts on his master’s Heraclean disguise and the god assumes the appear-
ance of a mortal slave, they not only change their fictive personae but also their relative hierar-
chical positions, vis-à-vis their original identity as well as each other. This hierarchical transi-
tion is made more acute by a slippage between external and internal change, between deception 
and transformation: σὺ μὲν γενοῦ ’γώ, ‘you become me’, says Dionysus as he initiates the 
 
28 Bassi (1998) 114f. 
29 See Compton-Engle (2003) 510, Compton-Engle (2015) 89f. 
30 Silk (2000) 239, 243. Cf. Nelson (2016) 47. Robson (2005a) further develops Silk’s concept of recreativity with 
regard to Aristophanic dress and disguise. 
31 See Stone (1981) 422.  
32 Similarly, Gildenhard and Zissos (2013) 4-11 distinguish between ‘literal’ metamorphoses (actual, often magical 
and supernatural changes of form) and ‘metaphorical’ metamorphoses (changes of appearance and circumstances 
metaphorically recalling literal metamorphoses). 
33 Apart from Wiles (1979) and Marshall (1993), few scholars focus specifically on hierarchical mobility in Greek 
drama. I will detail the idea of hierarchy I am presupposing in 1.1.1. 
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ostensibly external hierarchical exchange (Ran. 495). As we will see, the same vertical shift – 
often fraught with the same slippages – applies to virtually all dramatic re-dressing scenes. As 
characters re-dress themselves on stage, they visually move up or down a hierarchical gradient 
and assume an identity notably above or below their original station. In the terminology I will 
employ in this chapter, characters tend to ‘dress’ either ‘up/upwards’ or ‘down/downwards’. 
At the same time, we will see that the representational world of Athenian drama only very 
selectively admits the full hierarchical directionality and transformative spectrum thus imagi-
nable. As will become apparent, Frogs offers a glimpse of a specifically comic multi-direction-
ality: while comedy’s re-dressing characters, like Xanthias and Dionysus, may dress either up 
or down, the same upward mobility is notably absent from fifth-century tragedy. Here, re-dress-
ing proceeds exclusively in downward transition and is virtually limited to externally deceptive 
disguises, lacking transformative effect as well as intent and confined to a narrow male socio-
hierarchical scope. While allowing a full spectrum of upward and downward transitions, com-
edy as well hardly ever does so without further qualification. As we will see, comic represen-
tations of re-dressing generally employ one of two strategies, with regard to up-dressing and 
down-dressing respectively: the mitigating effects of short-lived and external artifice or the 
problematizing scrutiny of truly transformative dress-based degradation.  
As I will argue in this chapter, in their different tragic and comic treatments, characters’ 
re-dressing scenes thus function as a crucial site at which contemporary anxieties about hierar-
chical intelligibility, social change and mobility are expressed and negotiated. In order to sub-
stantiate this observation, this chapter will briefly turn to the contemporary frameworks of so-
cial hierarchy and dress performance in Athenian society (1.1.1), before tracing, in detail, the 
different patterns of comic and tragic re-dressing (1.2, 1.3, 1.4). In the discussion sections 1.2.3, 
1.5 and 1.6, I will subsequently explore possible grounds for their varying representations of 
upward and downward transitions. To this end, I will discuss dramatic dress performances 
within larger socio-political and ontological concerns and ultimately argue that the vertical 
transformations on stage lead us to fundamental issues of ancient Greek representational ap-
proaches to the world and the hierarchical mobility that these approaches allow. 
 
1.1.1 Contemporary frameworks: (re-)dressing, social hierarchy and identity  
 
The socio-hierarchical reading of dramatic re-dressing that this chapter pursues presup-
poses the applicability of two theoretical concepts to fifth-century Athenian theatre: a notion of 
hierarchically ordered difference as well as a meaningful link between dressing and social iden-
tity. I will consider both of these in turn before proceeding to my analysis proper of re-dressing 
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scenes in comedy and tragedy. The idea of dressing up or down assumes that there is an iden-
tifiable hierarchical difference between the social station a character initially holds and the 
identity they assume by re-dressing. It has been influentially argued that the ancient Greeks saw 
their world, well into the fifth century, when most of our plays were composed, as primarily a 
system of analogies and oppositions, setting apart the Greek human male from a variety of 
analogous categories of the ‘other’, including, most prominently, women, animals, slaves and 
barbarians.34 At the core of each of these conceptual oppositions lies a hierarchical relation of 
subordination and superiority. Accordingly, Thales (or Socrates) is reported in Diogenes Laer-
tius’ Vitae Philosophorum as having counted his blessings, πρῶτον μὲν ὅτι ἄνθρωπος ἐγενόμην 
καὶ οὐ θηρίον, εἶτα ὅτι ἀνὴρ καὶ οὐ γυνή, τρίτον ὅτι Ἕλλην καὶ οὐ βάρβαρος (1.33). Here, not 
only a matrix of differences, but a set of binary hierarchical relations is established: human as 
superior to animal, man to woman, Greek to barbarian. Thus, it is very much in keeping with 
contemporary thought in Classical Athens to identify a hierarchical gradation between one so-
cial identity and another, as I propose we do for scenes of re-dressing in the present chapter. 
It is tempting to further nuance this hierarchical approach and to suggest, as Katherine 
Cawthorn has done, a ‘tacit distinction between states of otherness’:35 some relationships 
clearly appear more steeply hierarchical than others. Hence, we may want to distinguish be-
tween a more narrow microcosm of socio-political relations within the Athenian polis and a 
more fundamental macrocosm of ontological relationships which position the Greek human 
being in the world, ‘[b]etween the beasts and the gods’.36 Similarly, we may wonder, with 
Katherine Cawthorn and Nancy Rabinowitz,37 whether the hierarchical distinction between 
men and women in the Greek imagination is not more prominent, and the transition between 
them steeper, than others, or whether the line between free men and slaves is the most pro-
nounced38 – both will feature as central distinctions in this chapter. At the same time, the precise 
allocation of all beings on a linear and all-encompassing hierarchical scale, even their distinc-
tion into socio-political and ontological spheres, appears hardly possible for the dramatic texts 
at hand: are women, for instance, hierarchically placed at such a remove from men that the 
gender divide distinguishes different categories of being – or does it distinguish between social 
orders of the same human being? And do Greek women range above or below or on the same 
hierarchical plane as slaves, animals or barbarians? There is no simple answer to these 
 
34 See Lovejoy (1936) 24-66, Lloyd (1966), DuBois (1991) 4f., 203-205, Cartledge (22002). 
35 Cawthorn (2008) 11. 
36 Vernant (1980) 130. Cf. Detienne (1972), Vidal-Naquet (1975). See also Bassi (1998) 122, on Homeric disguises 
as ‘effect[ing] a change from higher to lower status (ontological in the case of the gods, social and political in the 
case of Odysseus)’. 
37 Cf. Rabinowitz (1995) 1, Cawthorn (2008) 11.  
38 Cf. Raaflaub (1996), DuBois (2008) 130. On the ideological overlap between servile and female socio-hierar-
chical categories, see Vidal-Naquet (1986), Joshel and Murnaghan (1998). 
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questions. Perhaps, however, the questions themselves suggest an anachronistic expectation 
from the start. As Page DuBois has demonstrated, it is only with the end of the fifth century 
that ‘a new articulation of difference’ takes root and the idea of a ‘great chain of being’ 
emerges.39 This notion is most paradigmatically captured in the philosophical writers of the late 
fifth and the fourth century, especially in Aristotle’s understanding of the world as pervasively 
framed by a continuum of ‘relations of subordination and dominance’, of ἄρχειν καὶ ἄρχεσθαι 
(Pol. 1254a21).40 While the assumption of a complete dramatic hierarchy may thus be inappro-
priate, the prominence of binary hierarchical differences, alongside the sense that some of these 
are more extreme than others, provides ample grounds for the concepts of dressing up and down 
at the core of this chapter. 
The second important framework that I draw upon is the existence of a link between a 
person’s dress and their socio-hierarchical position. Such a link not only underpins my earlier 
definition of dramatic re-dressing as a ‘dress-based change of social identity’ but it accords 
with the central credo of modern-day dress theory. Scholars in this field have variously shown 
that dress, in the broadest possible sense, is a ‘non-verbal means of communicating identity’.41 
From a particular hairstyle, to a degree of bodily tan, to particular garments and accessories,42 
dress allows the members of a social group to visually express who they are as well as to iden-
tify others by external visual markers. As Mireille Lee, one of the first Classical scholars to 
truly engage with a dress-theoretical approach, has demonstrated, this understanding of dress 
is acutely pertinent to antiquity: in her words, ancient dress is a ‘means by which an individual 
constructs his or her identity, and … by which society construes the individual’.43 In so doing, 
it ‘communicate[s] the multiple social categories that make up that identity …[, including] gen-
der, age, status, ethnicity, and social role’.44 Dress declares an individual’s position in a visual 
grid of social stations and hierarchical relationships. 
 
39 DuBois (1991) 133, 135. Cf. Lovejoy (1936) 24-66. 
40 See DuBois (1982) 213.  
41 Roach-Higgins and Eicher (1992) 1. Cf. Barthes (1957), Roach and Eicher (1973), Goffman (1976), Lurie 
(1981), Joseph (1986), Barthes (1990), Roach-Higgins, Eicher and Johnson (1995), Entwistle (2001), Bernard 
(2002). On recent dress-theoretical scholarship, see Lee (2015) 19-30.  
42 This broad understanding of dress, encompassing external ‘modifications of the body and/or supplements to the 
body’, follows Roach-Higgins and Eicher (1992) 1. 
43 Lee (2015) 27. Recent Classical scholarship has seen a significant rise in dress-related studies: Sebesta and 
Bonfante (1994), Croom (2000), Llewellyn-Jones (2002), Llewellyn-Jones (2003), Cleland, Harlow and Llewel-
lyn-Jones (2005), Roccos (2006), Cleland, Davies and Llewellyn-Jones (2007), Edmondson and Keith (2008), 
Gherchanoc and Huet (2008), Olson (2008), Bodiou, Gherchanoc, Huet and Mehl (2011), Gherchanoc and Huet 
(2012), Harlow and Nosch (2014), Brøns (2017). For surveys of relevant scholarship, see Gherchanoc and Huet 
(2007) 5-28, Edmondson and Keith (2008) 1-17, Lee (2015) 11-18. While scholars have generally moved beyond 
the typological approaches of Heuzey (1922), Bieber (1928) or Evans and Abrahams (1964), engagements with 
sociological and anthropological dress theory are only presently emerging.  
44 See Lee (2015) 27, brackets are mine. Cf. Stone (1965), Roach and Eicher (1973) 112, Goffman (1976), Silver-
man (1986) 145, Cohen (2001) 235, Gherchanoc and Huet (2007) 4, Gherchanoc and Huet (2012) 15-24.  
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This social relevance of dress has a rich history in the ancient world and first appears in 
the Homeric epics. Here, clothes feature again and again as visual markers of social status and 
distinction. They are tokens of pride and the esteemed products of the ἔργα γυναικῶν;45 they 
are exchanged as gifts and so central to the convention of xenia that a ‘cloak and tunic’ may 
metonymically stand in for xenia itself;46 and, in Iliad 22, they feature as one of the most pre-
cious possessions burnt alongside a dead hero, shrouding him on his deathbed and clothing his 
spirit in the world beyond.47 Andromache sees Hector’s mutilated corpse grievously deprived 
of this very honour and posthumous benefit: ἀτάρ τοι εἵματ᾽ ἐνὶ μεγάροισι κέονται | λεπτά τε 
καὶ χαρίεντα, τετυγμένα χερσὶ γυναικῶν … οὐδὲν σοί γ᾽ ὄφελος, ἐπεὶ οὐκ ἐγκείσεαι αὐτοῖς (Il. 
22.510-513). In the Odyssey, dress is perhaps even more closely linked to the establishment of 
social identity: as Elizabeth Block has argued, Odysseus symbolically and factually regains his 
identity with the different clothes he is given.48 This process culminates in his appearance in 
Od. 23.153-164 in full heroic dress and glory.49 Indeed, the tie between person and dress is so 
close that both the Homeric narrator and Odysseus ascribe Penelope’s initial hesitation in rec-
ognizing her husband to his lowly clothes: ὄψει δ᾽ ἄλλοτε μέν μιν ἐνωπαδίως ἐσίδεσκεν, | 
ἄλλοτε δ᾽ ἀγνώσασκε κακὰ χροῒ εἵματ᾽ ἔχοντα (Od. 23.94-95, cf. 23.115-116).50 Accordingly, 
Fenik observes that ‘[f]or Homeric society what a person wore represented in a real, not just a 
symbolic, sense what he was. A king without his proper raiment is not a king’.51 Positively 
formulated, this leaves us with the often-observed visual immediacy of the Homeric hero, 
whose physical appearance, including his dress, generally matched and advertised his heroic 
excellence.52 We find this mapping continued in the aristocratic value of kalokagathia that it 
inspired: the good and the beautiful – in body, dress and appearance – are conceptualized as 
identical subsets of society.53  
 
45 See Il. 6.289 with Graziosi and Haubold (2010) ad loc., Od. 7.97. 
46 See Geddes (1987) 317. Cf. Block (1985) 3, Mueller (2010) 2. For relevant Homeric passages, see Block (1985) 
3 n. 8. These include Od. 8.424-441, 13.10-12 (the Phaeacians’ gift of garments to Odysseus) and Il. 24.228-231 
(garments included in the ransom for Hector’s body). 
47 See Richardson (1993) ad Il. 22.510-514. On fine clothing in Greek lyric, see Geddes (1987) 317. 
48 Block (1985). 
49 Lines Od. 23.157-162 are a (near) verbatim repetition of Od. 6.230-235, including the simile of Od. 23.159-162 
= Od. 6.232-235: as Odysseus is welcomed as a guest on Scheria and re-established as ruler in his own household, 
dress marks his gradual social re-elevation and the acknowledgment of his position through others. The small 
differences between both passages underline the culminating visual transformation of the later scene: here, Odys-
seus is bathed, oiled and clothed by a handmaid in his palace, his dress is qualified as καλός (Od. 23.155) and we 
find the addition of κὰκ κεφαλῆς χεῦεν πολὺ κάλλος Ἀθήνη (Od. 23.156). 
50 See also the role of dress changes in Odysseus’ beggarly transformations in Od. 13.399-400, 13.434-435, 16.173-
174, 16.182, 16.208-210, 16.455-457. 
51 Cf. Fenik (1974) 61f. 
52 See Bassi (1998) 123, Goldhill (1998) 105f., Thalmann (1998) 46, Mann (2009) 149f., Murnaghan (22011) 7, 
Monsacré (2017) 15-24. 
53 See Roeske (2005) 51f., Mann (2009) 149. 
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And yet, as Odysseus’ performance as beggar reveals, dress appearance and true being 
may, of course, diverge. As a socially established external signifier of identity, dress may 
prompt us to ‘see’ an identity not truly present. As Caroline Vout observes, ‘“[w]e are what we 
wear” – or so the cliché tells us – but at the same time, we can wear clothes which make us 
seem something we are not’,54 whether accidentally or intentionally. The inherent complexity 
of dress and the slipperiness of social identity it introduces become particularly apparent in the 
‘performance culture’ of democratic Athens.55 Highly regulated in the public spheres of the 
city,56 dress appearance played an important role also in the citizens’ political self-presentation. 
Thus, Edith Hall’s examination of the deliberate ‘[c]ostumes’ of Attic orators concludes that 
‘[c]lothing [was] … a vital aspect of visual persuasion’.57 At the same time, it played a signifi-
cant ideological role in the democratic constitution of the Athenian polis. In a system based on 
the (notional) equality of all citizens, opulent dress was no longer a simple (and simply desira-
ble) symbol of social distinction, but a potentially problematic political gesture: while there 
were elite figures who continued to parade their wealth by dress58 and, as Christian Mann has 
shown, could succeed in exploiting their affluence for political gain,59 a parallel tendency for a 
more modest attire emerged in the fifth century.60 Scholars have convincingly ascribed this 
tendency to a strategy akin to Josiah Ober’s concept of ‘social mediation’.61 In Mann’s words, 
‘[e]in unaristokratischer Habitus verringerte visuell die soziale Distanz zwischen dem Redner 
und seinen Zuhörern und schuf eine symbolische Nähe zum einfachen Volk’.62 In democratic 
Athens, dress became a prominent means to create and perform socio-hierarchical identity. It 
did not just place the citizen in a network of social relations but allowed him to enact and ne-
gotiate his position within it. 
Furthermore, Athenian culture endowed dress not only with a performative, but also with 
a transformative capacity. This capacity becomes most clearly apparent in contemporary ritual 
practice. In a range of ancient rituals, worshippers were required to assume a certain ritual dress, 
 
54 Vout (1996) 218. 
55 See Osborne and Goldhill (1999), Pelling (2005), Rehm (22002) 3-12 and section 2.1.1. 
56 See Zanker (1995) 54f., on the social rules governing ‘jede Form von Verhalten und Selbstdarstellung des Indi-
viduums’. 
57 Hall (1995) 52. 
58 See Miller (1997) 153-187, on Persianizing dress and elite fashion. 
59 See Mann (2009) 163f., on the complex attraction of Alcibiades. Cf. Thuc. 6.15, Ar. Ran. 1425.  
60 Cf. Geddes (1987) 309, Griffith (1995) 118, Bassi (1998) 115 n. 39, Battezzato (1999-2000) 349f., Wagner-
Hasel (2000) 209, Cohen (2001) 242, Mann (2009) 163. For textual evidence, see Thuc. 1.6.3-5, Isoc. 15.159-60 
and the rejuvenated Demos of old, ἀρχαίῳ σχήματι λαμπρός, in Ar. Eq. 1331. Cf. Nub. 984, Ran. 1063-1068. This 
change suggests a new attitude towards luxurious clothing, which came to be ‘associated with the weakness or 
effeminacy of foreigners’ (Bassi (1998) 105).  
61 Ober (1989) 308. 
62 Mann (2009) 163. Cf. Geddes (1987) 321-331, Battezzato (1999-2000) 349f. 
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often governed by detailed prescriptions and proscriptions.63 While marking the worshipper’s 
transition from profane everyday life into a sacred space and community,64 such dress could 
also fulfil a more actively identity-transformative role, especially in rites of passage and mystic 
initiation: here, individuals were commonly called upon to dress, undress or cross-dress in order 
to temporarily step out of their conventional selves and assume an often diametrically different 
persona.65 Thus, at the Arkteia, parthenoi assumed a nudity elsewhere associated with men or 
wild beasts and, at the Oschophoria, pubescent boys joined the procession in female dress.66 In 
so doing, they entered into what the anthropologist Arnold van Gennep has called a ‘liminal 
phase’, before finally attaining a new and more stable sense of being.67 The identity-altering 
function of ritual dress, and ritual transvestism more specifically, has been closely associated 
with the cult of Dionysus (see 1.3.2 (i)). While the practices of Dionysiac ritual are a matter of 
ongoing scholarly debate, significant links appear to exist between Dionysus’ cult, maturation 
rites and the transformative power of dress.68 In Richard Seaford’s words, the ‘central function’ 
of transvestism in Dionysiac initiatory ritual is ‘to deprive the initiand of his previous identity 
so that he may assume a new one’.69 Not incidentally, the Athenian actor in the theatre of Dio-
nysus was perceived to experience a similarly fundamental transformation as he donned the 
dramatic costume. Accordingly, Charles Segal states that ‘[t]he actor, wearing the mask that 
has close associations with the Dionysiac cult from early times, fuses to some extent with the 
personage whom he represents in the theater’.70 On the stage of Dionysus, the Athenian citizen 
could temporarily become the beast, the slave, the woman, king or god he represented in imi-
tation. 
 
63 See Lee (2015) 215f., Brøns (2017) 328-330. As both scholars demonstrate, the Andania Inscription provides 
important evidence: it regulates the dress and adornment of initiates to a Messenian mystery cult, differentiated by 
age, gender, societal position and sacral role. 
64 See Lada-Richards (1999) 220-336, Lee (2015) 220-222, Brøns (2017) 353f. 
65 See Bowie (1993) 48f., 78-101, Lee (2015) 199-205, on dress and coming-of-age rituals.  
66 See Lee (2015) 200 and Parker (2007b) 211-217 respectively. 
67 See Brøns (2017) 354, based on van Gennep (1909). 
68 While cross-dressing practices have often been asserted for Dionysiac cult (Dodds (21960) ad Bacch. 854-855, 
Segal (21997) 170, Lada-Richards (1999) 60, Seaford (2006) 53), scholars have observed the scarcity of ancient 
evidence and cautioned against the reliability of Euripides’ Bacchae (Holzhausen (2008) 69 n. 64). The connec-
tions between Dionysus and transvestism beyond Bacchae include the ritual cross-dressing at the Oschophoria 
(Segal (21997) 170) and in sympotic settings: under the influence of the god and wine-induced alterity, worshippers 
temporarily explored the identity of ‘the other’ through cross-dressing. Cf. Frontisi-Ducroux and Lissarrague 
(1990) 229, Miller (1999) 232, 247. 
69 Seaford (1981) 258f. Cf. Seaford (1996) ad Bacch. 912-976. 
70 Segal (21997) 13. Cf. Lada-Richards (2002) 403, Cawthorn (2008) 12, Mueller (2016b) 61. The Pronomos Vase 
might give artistic expression to this understanding of mimesis: as Wyles has observed, there is a distinct visual 
slippage between the actors represented and their character masks and costumes (Wyles (2010) 232-236). On the 
differences between the transformative qualities of Dionysiac ritual and Dionysiac theatre, see Calame (1986) 93f. 
and Lada-Richards (1999) 164-172: both practices suggest a self-alteration by dress, but theatrical mimesis re-
quires, in addition, a more specific training and performative skill.  
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As I hope to have established, in fifth-century Athens, there was both a strong sense of 
hierarchical difference and a prominent relationship between dress and social identity. Indeed, 
as we have seen, both conceptual realms were fraught with complexities. They raise the ques-
tion, in particular, of how dress performances relate to social hierarchy and identity in a given 
situation – as the reflection of a socio-hierarchical status quo, the deliberate projection of a 
different persona or the transformative and identity-altering force familiar from contemporary 
ritual and theatre. This question will underpin my treatment of dramatic re-dressing in this 
chapter.  
 
1.1.2 Dramatic re-dressing: an overview  
 
To conclude my introductory considerations, let me provide a brief overview of the rele-
vant dramatic scenes of re-dressing and their hierarchical directionality. Even a brief glance at 
the extant Aristophanic plays reveals that comic re-dressing scenes do indeed span the multidi-
rectional vertical scope that I suggested above, often across a considerable hierarchical range. 
There is a significant number of comic characters who, like Xanthias in Frogs, dress in upward 
direction. Thus, we see old Philocleon don the guise of an urban sophisticate in Wasps71 and 
the Athenian women dress up to the state of male citizens in Assemblywomen.72 Peisetaerus in 
Birds approaches by dress the identity of Zeus himself,73 after a down-dressing interlude as a 
bird-like creature.74 This avian transformation is shared by Euelpides and, little later, a host of 
other human characters.75 Another human-to-animal down-dressing appears in the disguise of 
the Megarian’s daughters as piglets in Acharnians.76 We have already seen Dionysus dress 
down to a mortal slave in Frogs and, within the human sphere, we may additionally observe 
the cross-dressing of Agathon and Euripides’ Kinsman in Thesmophoriazusae from men to 
women.77 In Acharnians, finally, Dicaeopolis dresses down to a beggar’s state.78 
In extant tragedy, conversely, re-dressing occurs exclusively in downward direction. Thus, 
in Euripides’ Bacchae, we see the god Dionysus dress down to the position of an androgynous 
mortal79 and Pentheus engage in a down-dressing disguise, from male king to female maenad.80 
 
71 Vesp. 1122-1325. 
72 Eccl. 57-279. 
73 Av. 1709-1714. Cf. Buxton (2009) 68. 
74 Av. 654-655, 801-808. 
75 Av. 654-655, 801-808, 1305-1312. 
76 Ach. 736-817.  
77 Thesm. 130-175, 213-268. Euripides engages in feminine cross-dressing in Thesm. 1172-1225. 
78 Ach. 430-459. 
79 Bacch. 4, 53-54.  
80 Bacch. 821-859, 913-962. 
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Disguising across the human-animal divide, Dolon dresses down to a lupine state in the Pseudo-
Euripidean Rhesus,81 and there is a whole range of tragic examples of human-to-human down-
dressing: Telephus’ performance as beggar in Euripides’ eponymous tragedy, Menelaus’ dis-
guise as a shipwrecked sailor in Helen and Orestes’ down-dressing as a ξένος in Aeschylus’ 
Libation-Bearers and in Sophocles’ and Euripides’ Electra plays.82 They all pertain to a narrow 
male socio-hierarchical sphere. Finally, even in the rare instances of tragic re-dressing on a 
similar hierarchical level, patterns of down-dressing prevail. Cases in point are the Paedagogus’ 
disguise as a foreign messenger in Sophocles’ Electra and the scout’s impersonation of a mer-
chant in Sophocles’ Philoctetes.83 Both scenes enable higher-standing individuals, Orestes and 
Odysseus respectively, to convey a message through a disguised subordinate, down-dressing 
by proxy, as it were. Thus, while there is a considerable variety of tragic down-dressing scenes, 
there is not a single up-dressing character in extant tragedy. Unlike its comic counterpart, tragic 
re-dressing is confined to an exclusively unidirectional pattern – from high to low.  
This striking difference between tragic and comic re-dressing has not, to my knowledge, 
been addressed in the scholarship to date, and requires further consideration. It raises two ques-
tions, in particular: first, how can we understand the apparent variability of comic re-dressing 
scenes and, secondly, how can we explain both the limited scope and hierarchical directionality 
of tragedy’s portrayals of re-dressing? To address these questions, the subsequent sections will 
examine the re-dressing patterns of both genres by proceeding from comic up-dressing to comic 
and tragic down-dressing. Each section will be concluded by a discussion of how these patterns 
relate to contemporary concerns about hierarchical non-intelligibility, upward mobility and so-













81 Rhes. 201-215.  
82 Tel. fr. 697-698, Hel. 416, 420-424, 1079-1082, Cho. 560-564, 668-718, Soph. El. 54-58, 1106-1107, Eur. El. 
228, 404-407, 550, 779-853. On the status of the ξένος in each case, see 1.4.3 (iii). 
83 Soph. El. 38-50, 660-803, Phil. 126-134, 539-627. 
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1.2 COMIC UP-DRESSING 
 
1.2.1 Introductory remarks: rethinking the comic suspension of hierarchy 
 
Before turning to the relevant comic passages in greater detail, in both their up-dressing 
and down-dressing variants, a few introductory remarks need to be made about the role of re-
dressing, and disguise more specifically, in and for comedy. Disguise has frequently been 
treated as a quintessential feature of the comic genre – a ‘comedy element’, in Bernd Sei-
densticker’s words, that lies at the very centre of comic stage humour.84 Accordingly, Kenneth 
Reckford observes that ‘[p]art of comedy’s delight is … the vicarious liberation it provides 
from our ordinary roles in life that nature and society join to enforce, firmly distinguishing 
female from male, human from beast, animate from inanimate nature. For a brief time, the 
barriers are broken down’.85 In such a reading, the dramatic play with dressing and re-dressing 
is a central element in the category-blurring capacity of the comic genre. The present analysis, 
by contrast, will argue that comedy’s dress-based changes of identity are far more complex than 
this assessment allows. As we have seen in the preceding overview, comic re-dressings may 
well transcend established social and hierarchical barriers. And yet, as my analysis will show, 
this neither signals a ‘breaking down’ of the boundaries in question nor a true ‘liberation’ of 
the transcending individual. At moments of re-dressing, comic characters do not simply ‘be-
come’ the character impersonated, as Frances Muecke maintains, or immediately ‘change’ into 
a different identity, as Michael Silk and James Robson have argued in their discussions of comic 
characters’ ‘re-creativity’.86 Instead, the direction in which a given boundary is crossed, the 
identity of the crossing agent as defined by these very boundaries and the hierarchical scope of 
the boundaries surpassed fundamentally affect just how liberating or problematic, how super-
ficial or transformative, a given disguise actually is, both for the one disguising and for those 
deceived. As I hope to show, comic acts of re-dressing are very rarely a matter exclusively of 
‘comedy’s delight’ but have significant and serious implications. 
 
84 Seidensticker (1978) 305. 
85 Reckford (1987) 99. See also Platter (2007) 1: ‘[t]he hierarchies and constraints of everyday life are temporarily 
abandoned’, Konstan (1995) 39: ‘There is a certain slide into the anomian vision … distinctions in status seem 
suspended in the new realm’. Cf. Robson (2006) 72, Gildenhard and Zissos (2013) 51. 
86 Muecke (1982a) 30: ‘When an actor playing a part takes on another part from another fiction and becomes that 
character (for this point to be made Dicaeopolis temporarily becomes Telephus) the gap between the actor and his 
role is collapsed’. Considering ‘recreativity’, which he defines as a characteristically Aristophanic non-realist in-
consistency, Silk observes that comedy’s ‘recreative figuration … involve[s] figures whose external figuration is 
decisive for their being. It follows that, if such figures are disguised, they change’ (Silk (2000) 243). Drawing on 
Silk’s ‘recreativity’, Robson argues that recreative comic characters change radically (if unstably) under disguise 
(Robson (2005a) 73). For a similar view, see also Nelson (2016) 50. 
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The first category of comic re-dressing I will consider is characters’ up-dressing from lower 
to higher hierarchical strata. This is indeed a ‘comedy element’ in the strictest sense of the 
phrase: it not only appears predominantly and characteristically in comedy, but exclusively so. 
As the above overview illustrated, such acts of re-dressing are largely absent from the tragic 
genre. In comedy, conversely, they are not only present, but tend to span a considerable hierar-
chical range: from slave to god in Frogs, from woman to man in Assemblywomen and, to in-
clude a more irregular example, from man to bird to god in Birds. There is only one example 
of Aristophanic up-dressing that appears to pertain to the male socio-hierarchical sphere alone 
– Philocleon’s (half-hearted) attempt at passing for sophisticated city company in Wasps – and, 
as we will see, even this one offers glimpses of a larger vertical scope. And yet, rather than 
suggesting a straightforward hierarchical inversion, let alone the ‘liberation’ from all hierar-
chical barriers, the very hierarchical extent of Aristophanic up-dressing generally entails one 
out of two alleviating scenarios: the dresser’s ridiculous failure to maintain an elevated persona 
or the absurdly humorous, ephemeral success of the up-dressing manoeuvre. Both of these sce-
narios stop short of presenting the audience with a world truly turned upside down. And yet, 
they challenge socio-hierarchal stability in a different sense: they highlight the unsettling effects 
that even the most humorously exaggerated up-dressing may have on external perceptions. Ul-
timately, it is the public misreading of the up-dresser’s social identity, rather than the factual 
change of their lowly nature, that threatens to invert the hierarchical world around them and 
speaks most directly to contemporary anxieties. 
 
1.2.2 The up-dressing comic hero(ine) 
 
(i) Philocleon in Wasps 
 
Wasps provides us with a case in point of the first comic pattern indicated above and entails 
the up-dresser’s utter and ridiculous failure. Under Bdelycleon’s directions, the old Philocleon 
unwillingly exchanges his battered τρίβων for an extravagant, Persian-style χλαῖνα and his worn 
ἐμβάδες for the Spartan shoes of the contemporary gentleman (Vesp. 1122-1168).87 The visual 
makeover is to be complemented by instructions in the gait, reclining habits, conversational 
tone and singing of the well-to-do symposiast (Vesp. 1168-1249). Yet, for all his son’s efforts, 
Philocleon spectacularly fails to live up to his new role: ἀνήλατ’, ἐσκίρτα, ’πεπόρδει, 
 
87 Compton-Engle (2015) 69 notes that this also entails a change from public, political engagement (see the close 
association between Philocleon’s former attire and jury service in Vesp. 31-33, 103-104, 116-117, 274-275, 600, 
446-447) to private, sympotic leisure – from democrat to aristocrat. On the affective and meta-poetic significance 
of Philocleon’s dress change, see Telò (2016) 27, 31-42. 
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κατεγέλα, | ὥσπερ καχρύων ὀνίδιον εὐωχημένον (Vesp. 1305-1306). Rather than conforming 
with upper-class standards at the symposium, Philocleon’s conduct is of notably sub-human 
quality: it is like a small, overfed donkey, ὥσπερ ὀνίδιον εὐωχημένον, that he presents himself 
to the other guests. And he is promptly recognized as such: catching sight of him (Vesp. 1308: 
ὡς εἶδ᾽), a fellow-symposiast likens him not only to the unruly conduct of a nouveau-riche 
Phrygian (Vesp. 1309: νεοπλούτῳ Φρυγί), but yet again to a high-spirited donkey (Vesp. 
1310).88 Tellingly, however, this is not the first time in the play that Philocleon is described 
through animal imagery. As has been noted by scholars from Cedric Whitman to Michael Silk 
to Sarah Miles, we find Philocleon compared to an animal – generally of the small, busy and 
cunning sort – throughout the preceding comedy.89 Thus, he appears as a bestial κνώδαλον in 
the very first lines of the play (Vesp. 4) and we hear of him as a bee, jackdaw, mouse, sparrow, 
limpet, ferret, dog and, yet again, donkey thereafter.90 The consistency of Philocleon’s bestial 
portrayal, before and beyond his up-dressing scene, points us to the superficial, even jarring, 
nature of his disguise: rather than elevating the old man’s identity to a superior status, it pro-
vides a visual contrast against which this lowly, quasi-bestial identity becomes all the more 
clearly apparent.91 As Miles observes, ‘Philocleon is an animal that cannot be tamed’92 – nor, 
we may add, can it be altered through the mechanics of dress. In Wasps, clothes openly fall 
short of securing Philocleon’s upward transformation, both visually and factually.93  
 
(ii) Xanthias in Frogs 
 
In Xanthias’ up-dressing in Frogs and the women’s upward disguises in Assemblywomen, 
we encounter a very different situation. In contrast to Philocleon’s failure to live up to the upper-
class persona he grudgingly projects, in both of these instances, the re-dressing is not only more 
willingly embraced by the dressing individuals themselves,94 but it also appears to convince 
 
88 According to ΣVΓ, κλητῆρί τ’ εἰς ἀχυρὸν ἀποδεδρακότι (Vesp. 1310) alludes to the proverb ὄνος εἰς ἀχυρῶνα 
ἀπέδρα, which Phot. o 353 = Suda o 389 gloss as a reference to those who enjoy unexpected pleasures (παροιμία 
ἐπὶ τῶν παρ᾽ ἐλπίδας εἰς ἀγαθὰ ἐμπιπτόντων καὶ τούτοις ἀπολαυστικῶς χρωμένων). Φρυγί in Vesp. 1309 is Kock’s 
emendation (codd.: τρυγί), accepted by Wilson (2007a). See Biles and Olson (2015) ad Vesp. 1308-1310. 
89 Whitman (1964) 163-165 n. 72, 73, Silk (2000) 252-254, Miles (2017) 226-229. Cf. Rothwell (2007) 108f., 116, 
Pütz (2008) 219-222, Pütz (2014) 63f. Bowie (1993) 80-84 interprets the animalization as an inverted ephebeia. 
90 See Vesp. 107 (bee), 366 (bee), 129 (jackdaw), 140 (mouse), 204-206 (mouse), 207 (sparrow), 105 (limpet), 363 
(ferret), 704 (dog), 189, 1306 (donkey). For a full list, see Miles (2017) 226-229. 
91 On ‘the incongruity of the grizzly, vulgar Philocleon and his new veneer of upper-class habits’, see also Stone 
(1981) 401.  
92 Miles (2017) 208. On Philocleon’s ‘incorrigibility of nature’, see also Whitman (1964) 143-166 and Compton-
Engle (2015) 68. 
93 We may detect a similarly blatant failure of dress performance in a brief passage of Birds: in Av. 1567-1573, the 
Triballian god immediately gives away his barbarian identity in the false draping of his Greek himation. This also 
recalls the (transparent) imposture associated with embassies in Ach. 61-125, 134-173. 
94 See Ran. 498-500, 589 and Eccl. 60-75, 131, 147 respectively. 
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their immediate intra-dramatic audiences rather more successfully. In addition, there is a nota-
ble discourse of becoming and being in each case: here, characters do not simply dress up to 
look like somebody else, but the dressing up is explicitly framed as a process of actually turning 
into the other person. As a result, both comic passages rather more strongly suggest, for the 
Athenian women and Xanthias respectively, the upward transition that Philocleon fails to un-
dergo. And yet, as will become apparent, even these instances of up-dressing cannot avoid an 
absurd and/or temporary colouring. Ultimately, they cannot exceed the confines of comedy’s 
‘topsy-turvy world’.95 Or, put differently, their transformative intent fails to entail a transform-
ative effect – at least for the dressing characters themselves. For the plays at large, by contrast, 
these up-dressing scenes open up an acute tension between socio-hierarchical change and con-
tinuity that importantly transcends the person dressing: while devoid of any true change for the 
up-dressing individual, the up-dressing scenes in both Frogs and Assemblywomen serve as im-
portant foils, even catalysts, for the comedies they are part of.  
Xanthias’ upward disguises offer an instructive first example. The slave’s up-dressing oc-
curs in two stages: in Ran. 494-533, as he first exchanges the servile bundle for the Heraclean 
disguise of his divine master and, in Ran. 579-673, as he takes on the club and lion skin for a 
second time. In each case, the slave’s disguise appears to convince his comic onlookers. Thus, 
Xanthio-Heracles is unquestioningly accepted as the famous hero by both an underworld maid 
(Ran. 503) and Pluto’s furious gatekeeper (Ran. 605). In addition, the very language employed 
to describe Xanthias’ initial disguise (as well as his master’s) suggests an immediate mapping 
of altered dress and altered identity. Hence, in Ran. 495-497, Dionysus phrases the matter as 
follows: σὺ μὲν γενοῦ ᾽γὼ τὸ ῥόπαλον τουτὶ λαβὼν | καὶ τὴν λεοντῆν … | ἐγὼ δ᾽ ἔσομαί σοι 
σκευοφόρος ἐν τῷ μέρει. At least in the comic god’s wording, their respective dressing prompts 
becoming – ‘you be me and I be your baggage carrier’.96  
Only shortly afterwards, however, the transformative potential thus ascribed to Xanthias’ 
Heraclean disguise (alongside his master’s down-dressing) is significantly undercut, even re-
voked – yet again by Dionysus. In Ran. 520 (αὐτὸς εἰσέρχομαι),97 Xanthias truly embraces his 
new identity for the first time, as it appears to grant him access to feasting and sexual gratifica-
tion, a master’s domain par excellence. It is at this point that Dionysus decisively intervenes: 
οὔ τί που σπουδὴν ποιεῖ, | ὁτιή σε παίζων Ἡρακλέα ’νεσκεύασα; | οὐ μὴ φλυαρήσεις (Ran. 522-
524). The god’s intervention stresses the short-lived artifice of the disguise, by underlining both 
 
95 On comedy as ‘theatre of the absurd’, see Cartledge (1990); on its temporary social and ritual inversion, see 
Goldhill (1991), von Möllendorff (1995), Lada-Richards (1999). 
96 Given the centrality of baggage as a ‘comic signifier of slave status’ from the very beginning of the play (see 
Compton-Engle (2015) 105), we might even read, ‘you be me and I be your slave’, that is, ‘you be me and I be 
you’. 
97 Note the irony of αὐτός, ‘himself/in person’: does this refer to Xanthias’ self as master/Ηeracles or as slave?  
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the lack of seriousness (οὔ τί που σπουδὴν ποιεῖ, παίζων) and the plainly theatrical costuming 
involved (ἐνεσκεύσασα)98. Such a disguise, according to Dionysus, could not possibly allow 
Xanthias’ true assumption of a heroic/divine identity and a master’s life-style. This argument 
is complemented by Dionysus’ emphasis on the absurd hierarchical inversion that the disguise 
would create, if it were to be taken seriously: in refuting his own earlier language of becoming, 
the god asks in exasperation how a mortal slave, δοῦλος ὢν καὶ θνητός, could possibly expect 
to actually be (ἔσει) Alcmene’s son (Ran. 531).99 Such a thought is at best ἀνόητον καὶ κενόν 
(Ran. 530) or, in the iteration of Ran. 542, utterly γελοῖον. After all, it would entail a blatant 
hierarchical reversal between Xanthias and Heracles, on the one hand, and Xanthias and Dio-
nysus, on the other.100 In a gesture forcefully re-establishing the hierarchical status quo, both 
visually and physically, Dionysus grabs the lionskin and literally strips his slave of any up-
dressing aspirations in Ran. 527-528 – ἤδη ποιῶ | κατάθου τὸ δέρμα.101 
So far, the idea of upward disguise as the medium of a more substantial transformation – 
so vividly introduced in the success and initial framing of Xanthias’ disguise – remains a rela-
tively harmless and short-lived joke. If we follow Dionysus’ assessment, it thus becomes a 
feature of the comic γελοῖον, that is, of the grotesquely humorous and often ephemeral absurdity 
characteristic of the comic genre.102 As such, it is not that far removed from Philocleon’s ridic-
ulous performance after all. In fact, as we will see, this pattern applies to all Aristophanic up-
dressing activities in some sense: they all share a persistent trait of absurdity that is pointed out 
in the plays themselves, as in Dionysus’ comments in Frogs. What nonetheless distinguishes 
the re-dressing scenes in Frogs and Assemblywomen from Philocleon’s case above is not only 
their differing deceptiveness and the very fact that they evoke, far more explicitly, a notion of 
dress-based transformation, but also the extent to which they entertain and explore this notion 
before the hierarchical status quo is eventually re-introduced. This extent is just broad enough 
to make us contemplate a different outcome, for both the dressing character and their onlookers 
– within the safe framework of temporary absurdity. 
In Aristophanes’ Frogs, Xanthias’ up-dressing notably does not end with Dionysus’ force-
ful undoing of his slave’s disguise. Instead, there is a second round of disguises, another 
 
98 On the theatrical connotations of σκευή and ἐνσκευάζειν, see Compton-Engle (2003) 508f. 
99 Ironically, Heracles is of course well-known for having been a mortal slave before his apotheosis (Sommerstein 
(1996) 203f.). And yet, unlike Xanthias, he wins immortality as the glorious offspring of semi-divine parentage 
(see 1.6), and not by masquerade. 
100 This reversal is vividly expressed in the hypothetical scenario Dionysus imagines in Ran. 542-548: here, Xan-
thias, the slave, enjoys sexual fulfilment, while he, the god and master, takes the role of a masturbating peeping 
tom before being subjected to public, physical punishment at his slave’s hands. 
101 While the degree of physicality evoked at this point is hard to ascertain, Xanthias’ exasperation in the subse-
quent line, ταῦτ᾽ ἐγὼ μαρτύρομαι (Ran. 528), ‘a cry uttered especially by someone assaulted’ (Dover (1993) ad 
loc.), additionally suggests a violent intervention.  
102 On the comic γελοῖον, see Silk (2000) 53, Arist. Poet. 1449a34. 
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exchange of lionskin/club and baggage between master and slave, that all the more prominently 
suggests a process of hierarchical inversion and a significant power transaction at that.103 Even 
before the actual disguise, the roles between master and slave are virtually turned upside down. 
As Kenneth Dover observes, in the process of merely getting his slave to swap roles yet again, 
Dionysus is ‘reduced to coaxing and wheedling in terms extraordinary between master and 
slave’.104 While this reversal inaugurates, as we will see in section 1.3.2 (i), a down-dressing 
on Dionysus’ part that sees him literally degraded to his slave’s position, we may observe a 
similarly transformative colouring in Xanthias’ disguise as well. Once he has accepted Hera-
cles’ trappings, Xanthias commits himself to acting the part too: … ἐγὼ παρέξω | ’μαυτὸν 
ἀνδρεῖον τὸ λῆμα | καὶ βλέποντ’ ὀρίγανον (Ran. 602-604). Here, he expressly follows his own 
earlier advice to Dionysus that Heraclean λῆμα must match Heraclean σχῆμα (Ran. 463). And 
indeed, in his encounter with the furious Aeacus, Xanthias assumes a distinctly more authori-
tative persona than he displayed so far, especially in relation to his (former) master. Now, he is 
the one to issue imperative commands,105 to initiate the manhandling and stripping of Dionysus 
and to control the comic action itself, as he introduces the central idea of the βάσανος to the 
play (Ran. 616, see 1.3.2 (i)). The mere evocation of this particular kind of torture, applied to a 
slave on his master’s behest, firmly presents the slave in his master’s role.106 Hence, there is a 
compelling sense in which we find Dionysus’ earlier exhortation, σὺ μὲν γενοῦ ᾽γώ (Ran. 495), 
vividly realized in Xanthias’ present up-dressing: as he dons the divine, heroic garb he momen-
tarily becomes a more elevated figure.  
Nonetheless, Xanthias cannot escape the eventual affirmation of his original hierarchical 
station. On the one hand, the βάσανος ultimately exposes, not just Dionysus, but also Xanthias 
to the physical abuse and foreign authority that are the tell-tale markers of slavery.107 On the 
other hand, the βάσανος precedes a whole passage primarily dedicated to the dramatization 
(and comic celebration) of Xanthias’ servile identity. In Ran. 738-758, we encounter a conver-
sation between two slaves on stage, Xanthias and an unnamed servant of Pluto’s.108 This 
 
103 Here, Compton-Engle’s observation that in Frogs ‘power relationships are transacted via costume’ truly comes 
into its own (Compton-Engle (2015) 104). 
104 Dover (1993) 45. Note Dionysus’ self-abasement – dismissed as absurd in Ran. 546-547, he now asks to be hit 
by Xanthias (Ran. 584-588) – and his excessive fawning on the slave: χρηστὸς εἶ καὶ γεννάδας (Ran. 179). 
105 See Ran. 607: μὴ πρόσιτον, 616: βασάνιζε, 617: ἀπόκτεινόν, 622: μὴ τύπτε, 625: βασάνιζ᾽, 639: ἡγοῦ. 
106 As we will see in 1.3.2 (i), the βάσανος was the precondition for allowing a slave’s testimony in court. Present-
ing a slave for βἀσανος was the privilege of his master, who owned him as household property. This position is 
ascribed to Xanthias in Ran. 623-624, as Aeacus offers him financial compensation for damage caused to his 
‘property’. Tellingly, he calls him a γεννάδος ἀνήρ soon afterwards (Ran. 640). 
107 Xanthias’ beating during the βάσανος recalls the reference to his identity as μαστιγίας in Ran. 501 and looks 
ahead to the prominent theme of servile beating in Ran. 738-758. On slaves’ perceived ‘fit[ness] for abuse’ in 
ancient society, see Wrenhaven (2012) 63-74, Dover (1993) 43f. 
108 While, based on the manuscript tradition, Xanthias’ interlocutor at this point could also be Pluto’s gatekeeper 
(Dover (1993) 50-55), Sommerstein argues convincingly that ‘it would be strange if the spirited Xanthias were 
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conversation takes the form of what James Scott has called a ‘hidden transcript’, that is, an 
‘offstage’ exchange between the dominated about their domination.109 In the present scene, of 
course, this transcript occurs on stage and dramatized by a member of the master class. Here, 
the slave characters themselves affirm their master’s worst stereotypes (and fears) and discuss 
their shared delight in hidden curses (Ran. 745-748), meddling (Ran. 749), eavesdropping (Ran. 
750-751) and spreading their masters’ secrets (Ran. 752-753). Thus, Xanthias’ earlier claim to 
his master’s divine identity becomes apparent as a particularly bold stroke of servile amusement 
– possible only with a master as lenient or, euphemistically speaking, γεννάδας as Dionysus 
(Ran. 738) – but a characteristically slave-like one nonetheless. In the words of Pluto’s servant, 
τοῦτο μέντοι δουλικόν | εὐθὺς πεποίηκας (Ran. 743-744). The slave-like quality of Xanthias’ 
deed points to the servile identity of the man himself – an identity that nothing could reaffirm 
quite as vividly as his present alignment with another slave: in celebration of their similarity 
(Ran. 754-755), Xanthias asks the other servant to embrace and exchange kisses and evokes 
their communal Zeus, the god of mutual floggings, πρὸς Διός, ὃς ἡμῖν ἐστιν ὁμομαστιγίας (Ran. 
756). As a result, despite its significant forays into a more substantial transformation, the slave’s 
disguise is ultimately reduced, yet again, to a jesting and ephemeral change of dress. Once 
removed, it leaves behind a character no less servile than before. 
 
(iii) The women in Assemblywomen 
 
Let us turn to a second, related example: the transvestite disguises of the Athenian women 
in Assemblywomen. Here as well, a case of ambitious up-dressing paints an extended picture of 
hierarchical reversal only to ultimately frame the reversal in exaggerated absurdity and stress 
the persistence of the up-dressers’ lowly character traits. Just like the discourses of re-dressing 
in Frogs, the women’s up-dressing involves a transformative vision and proves highly convinc-
ing for their immediate onlookers. Covered in male hairiness, tanned skin and the tell-tale attire 
of the contemporary citizen, cloak, walking stick and Spartan shoes (Eccl. 60-75), they easily 
pass for male citizens at the Athenian assembly – or so we may glean from the report of 
Chremes, an eye-witness of the scene (Eccl. 383-395, 427-459). Even the women’s persistent 
pallor, the only apparent anomaly of their ‘male’ performance,110 is readily brushed aside in 
Chremes’ account as the proverbial complexion of cobblers, that is, as the characteristic hue of 
 
now to be shown in intimate and confidential conversation with someone who had recently given him quite a 
painful flogging’ (Sommerstein (1996) ad Ran. 738).  
109 See Scott (1990) 4, on the ‘hidden transcript’ as a ‘discourse that takes place “offstage,” beyond the direct 
observation by powerholders’. See Dover (1993) 45, on the ‘fraternization “downstairs”’ in this passage.  
110 Eccl. 387: ὡς λευκοπληθὴς ἦν ἰδεῖν ἡκκλησία. Cf. Eccl. 385, 432, 427-428. 
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a certain group of men.111 As Praxagora predicts in the women’s preceding rehearsal scene, 
metonymically capturing the entirety of their disguise in their tie-on beards: τὸν πώγωνά τε | 
ὅταν καθῶμεν ὃν περιδησόμεσθ’ ἐκεῖ, | τίς οὐκ ἂν ἡμᾶς ἄνδρας ἡγήσαιθ’ ὁρῶν; (Eccl. 99-101, 
cf. 102-104). Who will doubt their identity once they dress the part? Just like Dionysus in Frogs, 
the comic heroine goes yet a step further in her description of their disguise. Thus, in Eccl. 121, 
she employs a language of becoming and being as she exhorts the other women to enter their 
up-dressing attire: ἴθι δὴ σύ, περιδοῦ [τὸν πώγωνα] καὶ ταχέως ἀνὴρ γενοῦ (Eccl. 121), ‘tie on 
your beard and quickly be a man’.112 Here, dress is clearly evoked as making the man. 
Again, as in Frogs, we temporarily find this evocation realized on stage. The dress that 
visually turns the Athenian women into men allows them to engage in a practice quintessen-
tially tied to an Athenian man’s identity: his political participation.113 Hence, the women-
turned-men join the city’s democratic process as any man would. As we learn from Chremes, 
they attend the assembly (Eccl. 383-384), put forward a convincing speaker (Eccl. 427-429), 
shout their approval (Eccl. 431-432) and ultimately decide, pale-faced majority that they are, 
in favour of a new form a government: a gynaecocracy (Eccl. 427-457). This allows the women 
to maintain a position of political superiority even after they have discharged their male dis-
guises. Not unlike Xanthias’ second upward disguise, the women’s successful assumption of a 
male identity, in both appearance and political participation, suggests a significantly transform-
ative effect. 
But yet again, this effect is undercut. Both the women’s extended dressing scene before the 
assembly and the gynaecocracy they ultimately introduce stress the very limited impact the 
male disguise has on the women beneath. In the first instance, the very existence and apparent 
necessity of a rehearsal undermines the transformative power of the women’s male dress. After 
all, just after Praxagora’s exhortation that they tie on their beards and ‘be men’ (Eccl. 121), we 
see two women spectacularly fail to do so, even while wearing male attributes: they call for 
drinks, mistaking the assembly garlands for those worn in sympotic and celebratory contexts 
(Eccl. 132-144), or forget to use the correct sociolect, swearing by the gods that women, not 
men, stereotypically invoke (Eccl. 155-160, 190).114 Very much inverting the premise of ‘dress 
making the man’, the first woman even claims that she would have performed her part better 
without a beard: μοι μὴ γενειᾶν κρεῖττον ἦν (Eccl. 145). All the beard has instilled in her is a 
 
111 See Eccl. 385, 432 and Sommerstein (1998) ad loc., on the proverbial paleness of shoemakers.  
112 Similarly, the chorus exhorts the women at the end of their performance to take off their male attire and ‘dress 
themselves back to who [they] were’: πάλιν μετασκεύαζε σαυτὴν αὖθις ἥπερ ἦσθα (Eccl. 499). In addition, Prax-
agora proclaims in Eccl. 519 how ‘most manly’ they have become: ἀνδρειόταται γεγένησθε.   
113 On the political symbolism of the women’s cloaks and Spartan boots, see Compton-Engle (2015) 75. 
114 See Ussher (1973) ad Eccl. 132-133, 155. On sociolinguistic markers (and their plot-based confusion) in Aris-
tophanes, see Sommerstein (1995) 61-85, McClure (1999) 205-259, Willi (2003) 157-197, McDonald (2016). 
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male (or so she asserts) craving for drink, not the ability to speak to the occasion (Eccl. 146). 
Dress might make (some aspect of) the man, but not the assemblyman. Not dress alone, but 
extended practice, προμελετᾶν (Eccl. 117), does the trick, including manners, gait and speech 
patterns (Eccl. 117, 149-150, 276-277).115 Being a man in the public gaze of the city is a per-
formance of appearance and behaviour – both for Aristophanes’ women and, we come to real-
ize, for the Athenian assemblymen offstage. 
Even the success of the women’s visual presentation, however, is not as straightforward as 
its reception at the assembly may suggest. As one of the women proclaims, ὡς καὶ 
καταγέλαστον τὸ πρᾶγμα φαίνεται. | … ὥσπερ εἴ τις σηπίαις | πώγωνα περιδήσειεν 
ἐσταθευμέναις (Eccl. 125-127).116 If these bearded, grilled squid fail to raise the suspicions of 
their male onlookers, this may tell us quite a bit more about the Athenians’ gullibility – a prom-
inent theme in Aristophanic comedy117 – than about the transformative powers of the women’s 
disguise. It is telling, in this regard, that we (and the dramatic audience) never witness the 
women’s successful assembly performance: while openly presented with the ridiculous artifi-
ciality of the rehearsal scene, we only ‘see’ the women’s actual role-playing through the eyes 
of their duped audience.118 Finally, once the women are in charge, their ostensibly revolutionary 
rule of communal ownership (Eccl. 588-594) turns out to primarily secure sexual partners (Eccl. 
613-634) and sympotic enjoyment (Eccl. 659-709). The women’s new position of power thus 
vividly throws into relief the very proclivity for drink and promiscuity that is the tell-tale marker 
of the comic female.119 Hence, beneath the disguise, the women remain the γυναικῶν θηλύφρων 














115 Praxagora describes her convincingly male speech as a learned skill acquired over time (Eccl. 243-244: ἐν ταῖς 
φυγαῖς μετὰ τἀνδρὸς ᾤκησ᾽ ἐν Πυκνί. | ἔπειτ᾽ ἀκούουσ᾽ ἐξέμαθον τῶν ῥητόρων) and, as one of the women ob-
serves, δεινὸν δ’ ἐστὶν ἡ μὴ ’μπειρία (Eccl. 115). Note, furthermore, the strongly (meta-)theatrical connotations of 
the women’s dressing scene (see Eccl. 499: μετασκεύαζε, 503: σχῆμα), underlining the necessity of rehearsal and 
the artifice of their performance. Cf. Taaffe (1993) 103-133. 
116 See Stone (1981) 410f., Taaffe (1993) 111. 
117 See Reckford (1987) 190, Foley (1988) 42, 46, Slater (2002) 56, 61. 
118 Here, we may detect a comic variant of the ‘focalization’ of messenger speeches. On this concept, see notes 
537, 593. 
119 See Foley (1982) 14-21, Cartledge (1990) 41, Taaffe (1991) 104-107. For the persistence of the women’s true 
nature, see also the repeated emphasis on their female dress and bodies beneath the male disguise: Eccl. 93-99, 
134, 158, 166, 190-191, 268, 285-286, 299, 484-488.  
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1.2.3 DISCUSSION:  
 
COMIC UP-DRESSING AND SOCIAL NON-INTELLIGIBILITY 
 
As the preceding examination of comic up-dressing scenes revealed, their transformative 
potential for the re-dressing individual is, sometimes subtly and often quite openly, drawn into 
question: upward disguises are marked as ridiculous, superficial and ephemeral, or notably fall 
short of a true and immediate transformation of the stereotypically lowly nature of the re-dress-
ing individual. Nonetheless, they always convince. For the immediate, intra-dramatic audiences 
involved, Xanthias, the slave, has truly turned into his master and the Athenian women have 
truly become male citizens, indeed, the very demos of the Athenian democracy. At the level of 
external perception, however susceptible this perception may be, the socio-hierarchical trans-
formation that the comic framework so pointedly undercuts nonetheless occurs. In their mis-
leading capacity, comic up-dressing scenes crucially alter the plots they are part of: they set off 
the devastating down-dressing of Dionysus in Frogs, which we will discuss in section 1.3.2 (i) 
below, and initiate the ongoing social inversion of Assemblywomen – an inversion that sees 
women lastingly endowed with decisive political power, however ridiculous this power may 
seem. As a consequence, the prime concern of these scenes appears to lie with the destabilizing 
effects of up-dressing, less for the re-dressing individuals, than for their audiences: Can we 
know, by sight and observation, if someone actually is who they seem to be? And what if we 
cannot?  
These questions circumscribe the problem of social imposture – a problem that, as we will 
see, points beyond the up-dressing scenes at hand and suggests a broader set of contemporary 
anxieties about social non-intelligibility and upward mobility in the democratic city. As I will 
show, this is signalled not only by the pervasiveness of these concerns in wider Athenian drama, 
but also in contemporary legal discourses, oratorical speeches and philosophical writing. As 
Anne Duncan has observed, in Aristophanic comedy more broadly, a ‘fear of upward social 
mobility’120 becomes apparent especially in the figure of the ἀλαζών. This early comic stock 
character – the impostor or ‘bull-shit artist’, in Douglas Olson’s apt translation121 – consistently 
claims to ‘know and be more’ than he really is.122 From the fake Persian ambassadors in Achar-
nians to politicians like Paphlagon and the Sausage-Seller in Knights to the oracle vendors in 
 
120 Duncan (2006) 10. 
121 Olson (1998) ad Pax 1045-1047, Olson (2002) ad Ach. 62-63.  
122 Duncan (2006) 92. On the ἀλαζών in Aristophanic comedy, see Ribbeck (1882), Cornford (1914) 132-152, 
Hubbard (1991) 5f., Duncan (2006) 90-96, Griffith and Marks (2011) 23. 
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Birds and Peace and the sophistic figures in Clouds,123 these claims are particularly closely 
linked to the impostor’s verbose pretences to a specific professional elevation and expertise. In 
this light, Duncan convincingly associates the ἀλαζών with the increasing professionalization 
of the fifth and fourth centuries BCE and the ensuing anxieties about the verbal deception by 
self-proclaimed experts.124 The critic sees these concerns persist in the prominent resurfacing 
of the term among the philosophical thinkers of the fourth century: if, no doubt, from different 
perspectives and with different agendas in mind, Plato, Aristotle, Xenophon and Theophrastus 
all intensely engage with, and vocally criticize, ἀλαζονεία.125   
Just like ἀλαζόνες, comic up-dressing figures, by definition, seek to project a position su-
perior to the one they actually hold. As such, the anxieties about imposturous deception that 
scholars have detected in the former are at stake in the latter as well. Indeed, comedy’s up-
dressing scenes paint an even more unsettling socio-hierarchical picture. On the one hand, they 
show up-dressing individuals engaging in a prolonged and successful duping of their immediate 
audience, only subtly undercut in the eyes of the external audience of the play. In cases of 
Aristophanic ἀλαζονεία, by contrast, it is often precisely the ‘exposure of fraud and decep-
tion’,126 generally by the protagonist or the comic poet himself, that appears to take centre stage. 
Hence, in the first two hundred lines of Acharnians alone, we see the comic hero lay bare the 
imposture of no less than two Athenian ambassadors, one Persian official and his two suspi-
ciously Greek eunuch attendants as well as a whole host of fake Odomantian soldiers.127 As I 
have shown above, neither Frogs nor Assemblywomen feature comparable moments of unmask-
ing. On the other hand, the imposture at stake in up-dressing scenes is a substantially different 
one: here, characters’ claims to superiority are based, not primarily on a false professional ele-
vation, but on a false socio-hierarchical identity – master instead of slave, man instead of 
woman. As such, these scenes evoke a steeper case of ‘upward mobility’ and, I propose, suggest 
a more specific set of contemporary anxieties about the stability of the most central figure in 
the audience’s hierarchical imagination: the male citizen and master. 
 
123 See Ach. 62-63, 87, 109, 135, 370-373 (ambassadors), 605 (Lamachus, other office-holders and war-benefi-
ciaries), Eq. 269, 290 (Paphlagon), 903 (Sausage Seller), Av. 824-25 (the gods), 983, 1016 (oracle collector, 
Meton), Pax 1045, 1069, 1120-1121 (Hierocles), Nub. 102, 1492 (Socrates, Chairephon, other sophists), Ran. 280 
(Heracles), 908-909, 919 (Aeschylus). 
124 See MacDowell (1990) 287-292, Duncan (2006) 91, 94. 
125 See Duncan (2006) 96-99, especially 99: ‘The philosophical writers of the fourth century, then, saw the alazon 
as a recognizable character-type: he is someone who pretends to be more or better than he is. … He is the enemy 
of true philosophy in Plato, the enemy of sincerity in Aristotle, the enemy of virtue in Xenophon, the enemy of 
“men of quality” in Theophrastos’. The Socratic/Platonic preoccupation with the importance of the opinion of the 
expert or ἐπαΐων suggests a similar concern (e.g. in Cri. 48a). 
126 Reckford (1987) 178. Slater argues that Aristophanic comedy has a didactic agenda aimed at schooling the 
audience in detecting deception (Slater (2002) 5, 66-67, 85). 
127 In Reinke (2019), I argue that the agency and self-asserted elevation of Aristophanes’ unmasking individuals 
calls us to scrutinize also the imposturous quality of their exposures. 
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The question of who qualifies as a citizen was fraught from the inception of Athenian de-
mocracy.128 With the advent of democratic political participation and even more so with Ath-
ens’ rise to imperial power and wealth, Athenian citizenship became ‘a valuable privilege, both 
economically and politically’, that needed to be carefully guarded.129 The Periclean citizenship 
law of 451/450 BCE is dually significant in this regard. It both attests to the prominence of the 
concern and spells out a decisive criterion: only the offspring of an Athenian citizen and the 
daughter of an Athenian citizen, a descendant ἐξ ἀμφοῖν ἀστοῖν, was to be considered a citizen 
himself.130 And yet, anxiety and insecurity prevailed, in part because the descent criterion was 
not the only understanding of citizenship at stake. Based on Aristotle’s detailed discussion of 
the matter in Politics, Robin Osborne has argued that, well into the fourth century, ideas of 
citizenship are torn between citizenship as a technical, legal and political term of exclusion, on 
the one hand, and a mode of communal belonging and behaviour, on the other.131 In the gaps 
and slippages between both concepts, the quest of identifying the citizen remained a challenge. 
In the fifth century, this challenge becomes starkly apparent on the dramatic stage: alongside 
the comic up-dressing scenes I have considered (and which I will discuss in this light further 
below), the frequent negotiations of strangers on Attic soil in Euripides’ tragedies and the per-
petual challenges to politicians’ citizen status in Aristophanes highlight the contemporary con-
cern with the fault lines of genuine citizenship.132 In one vivid example from Acharnians, we 
hear that the Peloponnesian War is to blame, not on real Athenians, but on ἀνδράρια … | ἄτιμα 
καὶ παράσημα καὶ παράξενα (Ach. 517-518). Here, the two categories of citizenship that Os-
borne distinguishes overlap: the bad citizen is identified with the false citizen and notionally 
excised from the citizen body. 
The legal oratory surviving from the fourth century even more clearly attests that Athenian 
citizenship continued to be regarded as a contested and elusive category, long after its Periclean 
definition. As Kostas Vlassopoulos has demonstrated, one of the most hazy distinctions in this 
context is the boundary between citizen and slave: while clearly delineated by law, numerous 
examples from the legal speeches attest to a (perceived) ‘blurring of identities’ in practice.133 
 
128 Cf. Davies (1977/8) 106, 110-113, Gardner (1989) 57f., Patterson (2005) 271-273, 276f.  
129 Davies (1977/8) 106, 110. 
130 Arist. Ath. Pol. 26.3. Cf. Plut. Per. 37.3. On the significance of the legislation, see Patterson (2005) 283, Os-
borne (2011) 85. While demarcating the in-group of Athenian citizens, the Periclean legislation also ‘ensure[d] 
that out-groups remained out-groups’ (Davies (1977/8) 106).  
131 Osborne (2011) 90. As Osborne details, this ambiguity is linked to the ‘tension between citizenship as an ex-
clusionary category, for which one either qualifies or one does not, and citizenship as an activity which may be 
well done or less well done’ (Osborne (2011) 90).  
132 For tragic engagements, see Medea, Heracles, Suppliant Women, Children of Heracles, Ion and Davies (1977/8) 
111; for comic engagements, see Ach. 703-705, Av. 31-35, 764-765, 1525-1526, Ran. 416-421, 678/9-683/4, 721-
733 and Gardner (1989) 58f. 
133 Vlassopoulos (2009) 348. 
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Frequently, slaves are proclaimed freedmen, even citizens, and citizens are accused of hiding a 
servile identity.134 Naturally, it is often difficult to tell apart convenient rhetoric from truth in 
such instances: the accusation of slavery levelled at leading politicians such as Hyperbolus, 
Demosthenes and Aeschines was clearly a rhetorical strategy of disparagement.135 And yet, as 
Vlassopoulos rightly observes, such accusations would have been far less effective if impos-
tures from servile to citizen state did not exist at all136 – or did not, at the very least, cause 
substantial anxiety to Athenian citizens.137 The closeness between slaves and lower-class citi-
zens in economic terms enhanced the possibility of both social deception and anxiety about that 
deception. Exercising many of the same crafts and, by necessity and pragmatics, often endowed 
with the same freedom in movement, living conditions, professional and monetary transactions, 
they were indistinguishable in important respects.138  
Xanthias’ assumption of his master’s identity in Frogs, even despite (or, perhaps, because 
of) the comedy’s persistent emphasis on Xanthias’ continuously servile state, gives vivid, dra-
matic expression to the very same insecurities, as it plays with the possibility of servile upward 
mobility.139 Indeed, the play may gesture to an even more specific contemporary trigger for 
such fears: the threat of reduced status distinction, at times even reversal, between slaves and 
citizen masters in the turbulent final years of the fifth century BCE. Thus, it is perhaps not a 
coincidence that Aristophanes’ Frogs is one of the most important ancient sources for the en-
franchisement of slaves participating in the naval battle at Arginusae.140 Most centrally, in the 
parabasis, we hear of those who, after a single sea battle, had become ἀντὶ δούλων δεσπόται 
(Ran. 694):141 not only had Athenian slaves manned Athenian ships alongside their masters, 
sharing ‘the duty (and privilege) of citizens’, but they appear to have gained political elevation, 
 
134 Slaves proclaimed as free: Dem. 29.25-26, Isae. 4.9, Lys. 4.12; slaves proclaimed as citizens: Ps.-Dem. 59.9, 
Isae. 6.19-24; citizens proclaimed as slaves: Andoc. fr. 5, Aeschin.1.114-115, Lys. 13.18, 13.59-60, 30.2, Dem. 
18.129-131, 25.79, Aeschin. 2.79, 3.171-173. For challenges to citizen status, see also Dem. 57 (Against Eubuli-
des), an appeal against the rejection of citizen status, and Ps.-Dem. 59 (Against Neaera), the only extant example 
of a case of false citizenship (graphê xenias). Cf. Patterson (2005) 286-289, Vlassopoulos (2009) 351, 368f. 
135 See Andoc. fr. 5, Aeschin. 2.79, 3.171-173, Dem. 18.129-131. On the strategic purpose of such claims, see 
Ober (1989) 270f., Vlassopouplos (2009) 355f. Cases concerning the admissibility of a slave’s testimony by torture 
(βάσανος) underline the rhetorical importance of distinguishing between slave and citizen: Dem. 29.25-26, 49.55-
56, Isoc.17.13-14, Isae. 4.9, Lys. 3.33, 4.12. 
136 Vlassopoulos (2009) 356, cf. 350, 354. 
137 Note Euxitheus’ words in Dem. 57.3: ἐγὼ γὰρ οἴομαι δεῖν ὑμᾶς τοῖς μὲν ἐξελεγχομένοις ξένοις οὖσιν 
χαλεπαίνειν, εἰ μήτε πείσαντες μήτε δεηθέντες ὑμῶν λάθρᾳ καὶ βίᾳ τῶν ὑμετέρων ἱερῶν καὶ κοινῶν μετεῖχον.  
138 See Vlassopoulos (2009) 348, 356. Note also the pervasive indistinguishability of slaves and citizens in Athe-
nian visual culture (Geddes (1987) 326f., Lewis (2002) 138-140, Osborne (2011) 130-138). In 1.5, we will discuss 
the reverse implication of this situation: citizens could be mistaken for slaves. 
139 As the examples in note 135 illustrate, legal disputes about an ostensible slave’s free (or citizen) status often 
relate to the (in)admissibility of their testimony by torture, the very βάσανος we saw evoked in Frogs (1.3.2 (i)). 
140 See Osborne (1983) 33-37, Hunt (2001) 359-366, and, for bibliography, Hunt (2001) 359 n. 1. Osborne and 
Hunt convincingly argue that slaves gained citizen status after Arginusae. While challenging the idea of a mass 
enfranchisement, Worthington (1989) 362 admits the significance of Ach. 693-694 as evidence for the enfran-
chisement of certain slaves. 
141 See Ran. 33, 190-191. 
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perhaps even parity, as a result.142 Both processes were exceptionally rare and must have re-
sponded to a particularly desolate situation.143 In addition, as Dionysus’ helpless disgruntlement 
at Xanthias’ up-dressing and the risk of his own servile demotion may imply, they were likely 
to cause anxious indignation in Athenian citizens of old – especially at a time when citizens 
themselves were still experiencing disenfranchisement in response to the oligarchic coup of 411 
BCE (Ran. 692-702).144  
At the same time, Xanthias’ up-dressing to a master’s state hints at another crux in the 
establishment of Athenian citizenship: the exceedingly close contemporary association between 
civic performance and identity. As Cyntia Patterson observes, ‘[i]n a world without birth cer-
tificates, passports, social security cards, or the IRS, proof of status often lay in the de facto 
demonstration of public behaviour appropriate to that status’.145 In other words, only the second 
category of ancient citizenship that Robin Osborne discusses, the citizen’s citizen-like behav-
iour, is indeed verifiable and often the only means possible to assess the first category, his 
identity as a citizen in formal, legal terms. What we may find humorously suggested in Aeacus’ 
observation that Xanthias is without any doubt γεννάδας – to judge from his self-conduct (Ran. 
640-641)146 – appears more explicitly, yet again, in the legal debates of the fourth century. In 
this regard, Demosthenes 57 (Against Eubulides), the speech that prompted Patterson’s com-
ment above, is particularly instructive. Here, Euxitheus appeals against his official rejection 
from the citizen register of his deme by defending the genuineness of his citizen status. He does 
so, not only by presenting witnesses for his Athenian descent on both sides, but also by resorting 
to a rationale that Patterson describes as ‘we have acted as citizens therefore we are citizens’.147 
Hence, Euxitheus details how he was allotted public positions, passed scrutiny and held office, 
just like his father before him, and concludes, ἐμαυτὸν ἐπέδειξα πάντων μετειληφόθ’ ὅσων 
προσήκει τοὺς ἐλευθέρους.148 Irrespective of its accuracy or persuasiveness in Euxitheus’ case, 
this line of argument leaves ample scope for exploitation: what if the civic participation em-
ployed as a proof of true citizenship is, in fact, a crafty, imposturous performance from the 
start?  
 
142 Osborne (1983) 37. 
143 See Osborne (1983) 37. On the exceptionality of war-time grants of citizenship, see Patterson (2005) 283-285. 
144 See the criticism of the slaves’ elevation in light of their masters’ threatening disenfranchisement in Ach. 693. 
145 Patterson (2005) 287. Citizen status was a matter of public persuasion before the deme assembly, both at the 
initial point of citizen enrolment and in any later revision of a deme’s citizen register (Blok (2017) 5). See also 
Todd (1993) 167-170 and Osborne (2011) 218-220, on Lys. 23.5-6: here, the argument against Pancleon’s citizen 
status relies principally on the testimony of other citizens.  
146 Οὐκ ἔσθ᾽ ὅπως οὐκ εἶ σὺ γεννάδας ἀνήρ· | χωρεῖς γὰρ ἐς τὸ δίκαιον.  
147 Patterson (2005) 286. Cf. Blok (2017) 6: ‘Demosthenes needed to convince the court that Euxitheos was indeed 
legally qualified to be a citizen … To do so he both brought arguments that directly bore on the legal criteria for 
citizenship (two citizen parents) and arguments that depend on matching Euxitheos’ past behaviour to what the 
court would have expected of a citizen, and only of a citizen’. 
148 Dem. 57.69, cf. 57.25 (Euxitheus’ father) and 57.46 (Euxitheus). 
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How problematic the deduction of citizen identity from citizen performance may be, is 
uniquely at stake in the up-dressing scenes of Aristophanes’ Assemblywomen. It is precisely by 
acting the male citizen that the women not only gain access to political participation, but also 
secure their continued hold over civic power – even while they show themselves no less wom-
anish and base than before. As acting male citizens, they divorce the real male citizens of any 
political influence and establish female rulership. In so doing, they effect no less than an inver-
sion of nature itself, in an ancient Athenian’s eyes. To quote Aristotle’s Politics, τό τε γὰρ 
ἄρρεν φύσει τοῦ θήλεος ἡγεμονικώτερον, εἰ μή που συνέστηκε παρὰ φύσιν (Pol. 1259b1-3, cf. 
1260a8-13).149 As in Xanthias’ case, the comic setting (and the humorous persistence of the 
women’s stereotypical baseness) may alleviate the severity of the scenario created, and yet it 
can hardly obscure the intense real-life anxieties it evokes. In a world in which citizen identity 
could come indistinguishably close to non-citizen states and substantially relied on civic per-
formance, the problem of who actually is, and who merely acts, the citizen was acutely at stake. 
Thus, the social non-intelligibility dramatized in the up-dressing scenes of both Frogs and As-
semblywomen points to a very live issue. 
 
 
1.2.4 Utopian up-dressing: Peisetaerus in Birds 
 
As we have seen in Frogs and Assemblywomen, comic up-dressing scenes may transcend 
highly significant socio-hierarchical boundaries, and, in so doing, suggest the unstable footing 
of the citizen’s identity and socio-hierarchical recognizability in the democratic city. Our final 
example of comic up-dressing, the re-dressing scenes of Birds, offers an even more extreme 
hierarchical scope. Here, re-dressing ranges across the full vertical spectrum of ancient percep-
tions of being, proceeding from man to god, via a down-dressing detour to bestiality.150 If there 
is a comedy in which we might expect the fantastic identity changes conventionally associated 
with Aristophanes’ ‘topsy-turvy world’ to occur, Birds certainly is the one. Set in the alternative 
universe of a bird city between heaven and earth and played out in the interactions of, and 
transformations between, humans, animals and gods, the play has often been treated as the 
quintessential Aristophanic utopia.151 This has left critics with the persistent question of how 
 
149 On the idea of gynaecocracy in antiquity, see Vidal-Naquet (1986), Wagner-Hasel (2000). On women’s ideo-
logical subordination, but factual existence as ‘exceptionally and dangerously free’ in the democratic city, see 
Jameson (1997) 96. This discrepancy between ideal and reality may well have heightened the anxieties at stake in 
Assemblywomen. 
150 For ancient ideas of the world as categorized into animals, humans and gods, see Detienne (1972), Vidal-Naquet 
(1975), Vernant (1980) 130-167. 
151 See Whitman (1964) 179, Flashar (1974) 8, Konstan (1990) 183, 189, Dunbar (1998) 14, Flashar (2000) 311, 
Ruffell (2014) 210. 
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seriously Birds should be taken: is the non-place of Cloudcuckootown a mere entertaining es-
cape from Athenian life, politics and litigatory excess – a contrasting τόπος ἀπράγμων, as Pei-
setaerus has us believe at the very beginning of the play (Av. 44) – or is it a comic lens through 
which we are to figuratively return to contemporary Athens and scrutinize it all the more 
closely?152 As I will argue, the comedy’s complex patterns of down-/up-dressing disguises play 
a significant role in this ambiguity.  
The figure of Peisetaerus provides us with one of the most striking instances of up-dressing 
in extant Aristophanic comedy: he first conducts an apparent visual downward transition to the 
status of birds (alongside his companion Euelpides), before declaring the whole avian race 
kings over gods and men, βασιλῆς … πάντων ὁπόσ᾽ ἔστιν (Av. 467-468), and making himself 
the ruler of all. Both stages of this vertical progression, from man to bird and from bird to 
supreme divinity, dramatize the questions of how and to what extent outward changes, by dress 
and magical transformation respectively, may affect the true being beneath. As such, just like 
the examples from Frogs and Assemblywomen above, they are precariously placed between 
short-lived and ridiculous fantasies, on the one hand, and the imagination of actual hierarchical 
mobility and reversal, on the other – between laughter and seriousness, utopian escape and 
utopian self-examination. 
Peisetaerus’ transformation from human to bird clearly falls within the first category. This 
is immediately apparent for the initial bird-like disguise he dons alongside Euelpides. As they 
encounter the hostile welcome of Tereus’ slave bird, the first human-turned-bird they meet, 
both men defecate in terror153 and spontaneously declare themselves not humans (64: ἀλλ᾽ οὐκ 
ἐσμὲν ἀνθρώπω), but birds. As proofs, they present the visual traces of their self-soiling as the 
characteristic markers of exotic birds: thus, Peisetaerus claims to be a ὑποδεδιώς, a scaredy-
bird, from Libya and points to the characteristic colouring on the back of his legs; Euelpides, 
conversely, introduces himself as an ἐπικεχοδώς Φασιανικός, a ‘Dungling, of the Phasian type’ 
(Av. 65-68).154 Unsurprisingly, this pretence fails to convince their audience (Av. 66), and both 
characters soon re-introduce themselves, this time to Tereus, as the Athenian men they are (Av. 
108). Intriguingly, the second visual transformation they undergo towards a bird-like appear-
ance shortly afterwards – the magical metamorphosis induced by a special root in Av. 654-655 
– does not, in fact, appear significantly more convincing: winged though they have become (Av. 
655: ἔσεσθον ἐπτερωμένω, 803: τοῖς σοῖς ὠκυπτέροις, 804: ἐπτερωμένος), the men’s appear-
ance is utterly ridiculous. As Peisetaerus himself proclaims, μὰ Δί᾽ ἐγὼ μὲν πρᾶγμά πω | 
 
152 See Zimmermann (1983) 61f., 72, Konstan (1990) 185, Dunbar (1998) 4-7.  
153 This is the tell-tale behaviour of comic cowards: see Dionysus in Ran. 308, 479-491. 
154 See Dunbar (1998) ad Av. 68.  
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γελοιότερον οὐκ εἶδον οὐδεπώποτε (Av. 801-2). The γελοῖον at stake is made more explicit in 
Peisetaerus’ comparison of his fellow would-be bird to the cheap drawing of a goose (Av. 804-
805): even while meant to look like birds (and the goose Peisetaerus imagines certainly is not 
the most ambitious avian look they could have hoped for), they fail to do so. 
The blue-print for such an absurd and incomplete visual transition is Tereus himself, the 
mythical human-turned-hoopoe. As Gwendolyn Compton-Engle observes, he serves ‘as a pre-
cursor for Peisetaerus and Euelpides in several ways’.155 Hence, when the two men first en-
counter him, their reaction is very similar to their later response to their own birdification:156 
they are overcome by laughter (Av. 96, 98, 99). Here as well, they search for ways to describe 
the ridiculous appearance they see: ὦ Ἡράκλεις, τουτὶ τί ποτ᾽ ἐστὶ θηρίον; | τίς ἡ πτέρωσις; τίς 
ὁ τρόπος τῆς τριλοφίας; (Av. 93-94).157 On the one hand, Tereus’ plumage suggests an avian 
identity – even though it falls short of a full set of feathers. Thus, Peisetaerus asks a little later 
in mock aporia, κᾆτα σοι ποῦ τὰ πτερά; (Av. 103). On the other hand, Tereus’ triple crest clearly 
recalls a human military context, the feathered helmet of a high-ranking soldier, rather than a 
bird-like trait: indeed, such a helmet may have been part of Tereus’ costume in Sophocles’ 
eponymous tragedy, which appears to have served as a parodic foil for Aristophanes’ comedy 
(Av. 100-101).158 In other words, while transformed into the (distant) likeness of a hoopoe, 
Tereus’ appearance still rather transparently betrays his human origins. As he himself explains, 
ἦ γάρ, ὦ ξένοι, | ἄνθρωπος (Av. 97-98).  
This human history, in fact, not only accounts for Tereus’ lack of a fully bestial appearance, 
but also for his continuously human behaviour. As his slave explains in Av. 75, it is ἅτ᾽ … 
πρότερον ἄνθρωπός ποτ᾽ ὤν that Tereus still makes use of a slave at all – satisfying a charac-
teristically human need not usually shared by other birds (Av. 74).159 The gods may have trans-
formed Tereus into a hoopoe, just like the root gives wings to Peisetaerus and Euelpides, and 
yet, a full metamorphosis fails to ensue,160 neither in looks nor in actual being. Instead, if we 
are to follow Peisetaerus’ assessment, Tereus now embraces the best of both worlds: πάνθ᾽ 
ὅσαπερ ἄνθρωπος ὅσα τ᾽ ὄρνις φρονεῖς (Av. 119). Intriguingly, however, while this is 
 
155 Compton-Engle (2015) 139. 
156 Despite its terrifying effect, the slave bird is not straightforwardly identified as a bird either: ἀτὰρ σὺ τί θηρίον 
ποτ᾽ εἶ, πρὸς τῶν θεῶν; (Av. 69). 
157 These questions recall the mock aporia suffered by Heracles (Ran. 46-48) and the Kinsman (Thesm. 134-145), 
as they try to read the ridiculously incongruous appearances of Dionysus and Agathon respectively. 
158 See ΣvetTr ad Av. 100 (ἐν γὰρ τῷ Τηρεῖ Σοφοκλῆς ἐποίησεν αὐτὸν ἀπωρνιθωμένον καὶ τὴν Πρόκνην) and Soph. 
Ter. fr. **581.1-3. Cf. Dunbar (1998) ad Av. 94, Compton-Engle (2015) 133f. Tereus’ crest may also recall the 
caricature of military valour of Lamachus’ triple crest in Ach. 965, 1109. 
159 In addition, Tereus uses his slave to fulfil the very human cravings of pan-fried fish and pea soup (Av. 76-79). 
Even the ‘more typical bird meal of “myrtleberries and some gnats”’ (Dunbar (1998) ad Av. 78) may be associated 
with humans’ festive occasions (Dunbar (1998) ad Av. 160).  
160 See Euelpides’ comment in Av. 95-96: οἱ δώδεκα θεοὶ | εἴξασιν ἐπιτρῖψαί σε. 
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exemplified by the protagonist as covering tell-tale human behaviour on the one hand – like he 
and Euelpides, Tereus once owed money and enjoyed not repaying it (Av. 114-116) – it only 
extends to a bird’s panoptic vision and wide-ranging travel experience on the other (Av. 118: 
καὶ γῆν ἐπέπτου καὶ θάλατταν ἐν κύκλῳ), an immediate corollary of his winged appearance. In 
other words, the avian element in Tereus’ existence is considerably more superficial by com-
parison: he is living a life among birds, ὁ μετ᾽ ὀρνίθων βίος (Av. 155), and shares certain fea-
tures of their life style – principally, their ability to fly – but he still is a human being at his 
core. This becomes particularly apparent, I propose, in Av. 117, where Tereus’ transformation 
is explicitly at stake: ὀρνίθων μεταλλάξας φύσιν, ‘having changed to a bird-like φύσις’. Occur-
ring precisely between Peisetaerus’ evocation of Tereus’ human behaviour and bird-like flight 
just discussed, this appears to be a prominent instance of φύσις as ‘outward form, appearance’,  
rather than ‘nature, constitution’.161 The term may even be a play on both meanings at the same 
time: while we expect a more fundamental change of nature (φύσις), Tereus’ transformation is, 
in fact, primarily a change of external appearance (φύσις).  
As such, Tereus serves as an important model for Peisetaerus’ own theriomorphic trans-
formation in the play: as in Tereus’ case, for Peisetaerus as well, the comic change across spe-
cies boundaries is not only laughably incongruous and incomplete, but it remains essentially 
superficial. All it does, and, in fact, sets out to do (Av. 650, 654-655), is give him wings and the 
ability to fly (as well as, inadvertently, a funny headdress: Av. 806). Thus, rather than reducing 
him, hierarchically speaking, to the state of a bird, it allows him – a winged man – to fly beyond 
his proper human station while ostensibly choosing a life among beasts. As such, he is a signif-
icant counter-example to Nan Dunbar’s assertion that being a bird and being winged ‘for com-
edy is the same thing’.162 In this comedy, quite importantly, wings do not make the bird – even 
though a character like Peisetaerus might pretend they do.163 After all, there is a fundamental 
difference between the bird characters of the chorus and the winged protagonist:164 both sport 
wings and yet Peisetaerus clearly remains their superior, in intelligence, persuasiveness and 
instruction (Av. 545-549, 636-637) and, soon enough, in formal office. Thus, he quickly rises 
in avian society (a society he himself founded to his liking165), from their celebrated σωτήρ to 
their ἄρχων (Av. 1123) and, eventually, their τύραννος (Av. 1708).166 In order to reach the 
 
161 See LSJ online, s.v. φύσις II 2.2 vs. 2.1. For text passages and further discussion of φύσις, see page 48 with 
note 226 (Ar. Thesm. 167) and page 59 with note 277 (Eur. Bacch. 54). 
162 Dunbar (1998) 12. 
163 Note the protagonist’s use of the first-person plural, associating him and the birds, from Av. 814 onwards. 
164 Similarly, Tereus’ status differs from the other birds: as he emphasizes, he taught them speech and raised them 
from a barbarian existence (Av. 199-200). 
165 Unsurprisingly, it is other men (rather than birds) that Cloudcuckootown mainly attracts (Av. 1306-1307). 
166 The birds, by contrast, continuously receive a belittling treatment – by Tereus, Peisetaerus and themselves (Av. 
366, 471, 570, 635-636).  
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kingship and divinity that Peisetaerus promises παντὶ τρόπῳ (Av. 549), the birds readily (and 
naively) submit to his rule.167 Peisetaerus, in turn, happily exploits his wings, and the pretence 
of being ‘one of the birds’ they allow, as a mere stepping stone for his own ambitions. 
Indeed, just as he promotes recognition of the birds’ divine status through both humans 
(Av. 1274-1307) and Olympians (Av. 1685-1687), he secures, first and foremost, his own god-
like station. Thus, he craftily adds his own marriage to the beautiful Basileia and his acquisition 
of Zeus’ thunderbolt to the deal struck between Olympians and birds (Av. 1632-1635, 1585-
1687). How clearly Peisetaerus is distinct from an avian state at this point becomes apparent in 
two details in particular: on the one hand, here we find one of two instances in the play in which 
the protagonist is still addressed as a human, ἀνήρ, after his avian winging.168 Thus, the embassy 
of gods proclaims in greeting, τὸν ἄνδρα χαίρειν οἱ θεοὶ κελεύομεν (Av. 1581). On the other 
hand, in this very negotiation scene, we find Peisetaerus engage in a quintessentially human 
activity to the acute detriment of his fellow beasts: he is in the process of preparing a meal of 
roasted birds (rebellious ones, of course), recalling, at every step, the human practice he vocally 
criticized earlier in the play (Av. 1579-1689, cf. Av. 531-538).169 Peisetaerus’ marriage to Ba-
sileia removes him even further beyond a bird-like state – and a human one at that. As the 
chorus’ concluding invocations reveal, it virtually transfers the power of Zeus to the comic 
protagonist: ὦ μέγα χρύσεον ἀστεροπῆς φάος, | ὦ Διὸς ἄμβροτον ἔγχος | πυρφόρον, ὦ χθόνιαι 
βαρυαχέες | ὀμβροφόροι θ’ ἅμα βρονταί, | αἷς ὅδε νῦν χθόνα σείει· | Δῖα δὲ πάντα κρατήσας | 
καὶ πάρεδρον Βασίλειαν ἔχει Διός (Av. 1748-1754). This final elevation is marked, yet again, 
by a visual metamorphosis: Peisetaerus not only dons the celebratory dress appropriate to the 
marital occasion, a γαμήλιον χλανίδα (Av. 1693), but he is said to re-appear with Zeus’ thun-
derbolt in hand, πάλλων κεραυνόν, πτεροφόρον Διὸς βέλος, in Av. 1714.  
This leaves us with the crux of whether this final moment of up-dressing is any more sig-
nificant a transformation than Peisetaerus’ earlier, superficial avian guise. Is the comedy’s end-
ing another markedly ridiculous and ephemeral transition across traditional boundaries, from 
winged man to highest divinity, or does it suggest a more serious hierarchical inversion? This 
returns us, full circle, to the scholarly debate about the seriousness of Aristophanes’ avian uto-
pia and leads us to a final question, with regard to dress and disguise: does the thunderbolt make 
Zeus, as clothes proverbially make the man (but wings failed to make birds earlier in the play)? 
There are significant arguments in favour of such a reading: Peisetaerus’ wedding is explicitly 
 
167 Their naivety is showcased in their lack of education, especially in Aesop’s fables (Av. 471). Thus, when Pei-
setaerus justifies his need of wings by evoking the unfair advantage of the winged eagle over the unwinged fox in 
Aesop, the birds are oblivious to the fact that the eagle is the losing party in Aesop’s story.   
168 I disagree with Dunbar’s explanation of ἀνήρ in Av. 1581 and 1728 as incidental oversights (Dunbar (1998) 
12): the resurfacing of the term indicates Peisetaerus’ continued humanity. 
169 Pütz (2014) 64f. 
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likened to the hieros gamos between Zeus and Hera (Av. 1731-1743), his final appearance in 
the play is portrayed in the terms of a divine epiphany (Av. 1706-1719),170 his control over 
Zeus’ thunderbolt sees him described as πάντα κρατήσας (Av. 1753),171 and the very final line 
of the comedy addresses Peisetaerus explicitly as δαιμόνων ὑπέρτατος, ‘highest of gods’ (Av. 
1765). In addition, this elevation is the very final triumph of the play. Unlike in Frogs or As-
semblywomen, there is no subsequent comic plot counterbalancing or humorously undermining 
the effect of the up-dressing scene. Peisetaerus leaves the stage action on a note of supreme 
divine hailing and celebration. And yet, there are, as ultimately in any up-dressing scene, at 
least subtle hints towards a different reading: the sceptre of divine sovereignty, for instance, so 
frequently evoked in earlier parts of the play, is no longer mentioned at all and neither is there 
any explicit reference to Peisetaerus’ actual future relationship to Zeus himself. More funda-
mentally perhaps, we may wonder whether the divinities ruled by Peisetaerus as δαιμόνων 
ὑπέρτατος are not simply the newly-established bird-gods, that is, the very creatures he has 
been dominating all along – not perhaps as a god, but certainly as a human being. Not inci-
dentally, at the end of the play, we encounter Peisetaerus addressed as an ἀνήρ once more: 
μεγάλαι μεγάλαι κατέχουσι τύχαι | γένος ὀρνίθων | διὰ τόνδε τὸν ἄνδρ’ (Av. 1726–1728). Even 
gloriously endowed with Zeus’ thunderbolt, Peisetaerus cannot fully escape humanity. 
As we have seen in Philocleon, Xanthias, the Athenian women and Peisetaerus, comic up-
dressing never simply proceeds across virtually suspended hierarchical boundaries or suggests 
any true or lasting transformation of the up-dressing individual. Even Peisetaerus’ hailing as 
quasi-Zeus, an upward transformation so extreme that it may, arguably, only occur in the per-
missive setting of utopia, is subtly undercut. In the end, there is no comic up-dressing without 
reservation and a sense of anxiety about the hierarchical versatility it suggests. We saw this 
anxiety come most clearly to the fore in Frogs and Assemblywomen: here, I suggested, the 
difficulty of securely recognizing the very person at the centre of the audience’s hierarchical 
universe, the free male citizen, indicates fundamental societal fears of undetected upward mo-








170 Petridou (2015) 37. 
171 In Wilson’s 2007 edition of the text (as quoted above), πάντα κρατήσας is preceded by Δῖα δέ and thus indicates 
Peisetaerus’ rule over everything (once) belonging to Zeus. This reading underlines the wide-reaching effects of 
his up-dressing transformation. Against the emendation Δῖα δέ, Dunbar (1998) maintains διὰ σέ ad loc. 
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1.3 COMIC DOWN-DRESSING 
 
As we proceed to comedy’s dress-based transitions in the opposite direction, from higher 
to lower stations, we encounter a different set of concerns. While up-dressing poses a challenge, 
primarily, to hierarchical intelligibility and, thus, is a problem for the onlooker, even society at 
large, comic down-dressing is problematic for the individual wearer first and foremost. This is 
immediately apparent in those comic scenes in which down-dressing attire is externally im-
posed – the animal disguise of the Megarian’s daughters in Acharnians, the female dress of 
Blepyrus in Assemblywomen or the womanish attire and dead man’s adornment placed upon 
the Magistrate in Lysistrata.172 Yet, also in ostensibly strategic down-dressing disguises that 
characters voluntarily assume, we find the question vividly raised of whether dress may actually 
and lastingly degrade the dressing individual. As we will see, precisely such a transformative 
degradation underpins virtually all Aristophanic down-dressing scenes: contrary to the largely 
ephemeral and superficial effects of comic up-dressing, they tend to initiate changes that are, 
as a rule, more fundamental for the wearer’s socio-hierarchical station than originally intended, 
rather than vice versa. This effect becomes particularly significant, I propose, given the hierar-
chical scope of comic down-dressing performances: they tend to cross precisely into the female 
or servile states of the Athenian citizen’s ideological ‘others’.173 
 
1.3.1 Dressing down and up: Dicaeopolis in Acharnians 
 
Indeed, only in the case of Dicaeopolis’ down-dressing from citizen to πτωχός in Acharni-
ans – the only Aristophanic instance of a dress-based transition within a bounded, male socio-
hierarchical sphere174 – does a downward disguise remain ultimately superficial and reversible 
by the disguising individual. Hence, in Ach. 594-595, Dicaeopolis may successfully rehabilitate 
 
172 See Ach. 738-743, Eccl. 311-319, 331-347, 374-376, Lys. 532-537, 602-604. 
173 See 1.1.1. 
174 The precise social standing of a beggar is hard to determine: ‘the Greek word for “beggar” (πτωχός) means 
literally one who crouches, skulks or cringes’ (Gould (1973) 94 n. 104). Cf. Kloft (1988), Frass (2011). In literary 
contexts, πτωχοί are defined by their neediness, their dependence on the charity of others, their begging (see Ach. 
437-478, Od. 17.365-366) and their rags: ἦ ὅτι δὴ ῥυπόω, κακὰ δὲ χροῒ εἵματα εἷμαι, | πτωχεύω δ’ ἀνὰ δῆμον; 
ἀναγκαίη γὰρ ἐπείγει. | τοιοῦτοι πτωχοὶ καὶ ἀλήμονες ἄνδρες ἔασι (Od. 19.72-74, cf. 17.202-203 = 17.337-338 = 
24.157-158, 18.41, 24.156). While beggars are said to enjoy the protection of Zeus in the Odyssey (Od. 6.207-208 
= 14.57-58), they often receive much harsher treatment: for a comic caricature of πτωχεία, see Ar. Plut. 535-554, 
esp. 552: πτωχοῦ μὲν γὰρ βίος … ζῆν ἐστιν | μηδὲν ἔχοντα; for πτωχός as a term of insult, see Harriot (1982) 37. 
The term could apply to both free men fallen into poverty and servile characters (cf. Rankine (2011) 34-50). In 
tragedy, it exclusively refers to exiles of noble birth (see note 302) and, also in fifth-century Athens, a free man 
and citizen could sink to a beggar’s state (Kloft (1988) 92). Compared to the cross-gender and cross-species trans-
formations of other Aristophanic plays, the transition to πτωχεία is both familiar to an Athenian audience and 
relatively small-scale.  
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himself from lowly πτωχός to πολίτης χρηστός – and complete his triumph over the chorus and 
general Lamachus alike. The protagonist’s apparent ease in the handling of his own down-
dressing has been explained with reference to his overall dress-related mastery throughout the 
play, his ‘control over costume’ in Gwendolyn Compton-Engle’s words.175 And yet, Dicaeopo-
lis’ down-dressing and rehabilitating self-revelation are not, I propose, quite as straightforward 
– nor are the effects of the dress he assumes quite as comprehensively dominated by the pro-
tagonist – as the critic’s phrase suggests. This is due, I will argue, to the complex work that 
Dicaeopolis’ dress is meant to do in the present instance and which it achieves only to a certain 
extent.  
Helene Foley has compellingly argued that Dicaeopolis’ Telephean paratragedy in Achar-
nians is a means of veiling comic criticism (in the present case, of the Athenians’ role in initi-
ating and failing to end the Peloponnesian War), with a view to making it acceptable: aligning 
himself with the Euripidean hero, Dicaeopolis – and the comic poet through him – may avail 
himself of the safe distance of tragic diction and the authority associated with the genre.176 As 
such, the protagonist (who merges with the/a poetic voice at various points in the play)177 shares 
in the ‘art of concealment’ that facilitates the comic poet’s political project178 and public criti-
cism in the democratic city more widely: despite the notional celebration of the citizen’s free 
and equal speech in the Athenian democracy,179 it was risky to step out of the civic collective 
and voice criticism openly. In the words of Josiah Ober, ‘[a]ny one Athenian who deliberately 
set himself apart from and in opposition to the demos was taking a great risk’.180 In practice, 
criticism thus required rhetorical mediation – in the political arena, on the dramatic stage as 
well as within the fictive world of Acharnians. It is in this very sense that the chorus rebukes 
Dicaeopolis in Ach. 311-312 for daring to speak to them ἐμφανῶς, that is, bluntly and, I pro-
pose, without the conventional rhetorical cushioning (ταῦτα δὴ τολμᾷς λέγειν | ἐμφανῶς ἤδη 
πρὸς ἡμᾶς;). I would like to argue that Dicaeopolis’ dress performance has to be understood, in 
this same sense, as a comically literal attempt at mediated criticism: even after proclaiming his 
intention to speak οὑτοσὶ τυννουτοσί (Ach. 367, cf. 368), Dicaeopolis apprehensively decides 
 
175 Compton-Engle (2015) 90. Cf. Compton-Engle (2003). 
176 See Foley (1988) 39, Hubbard (1991) 44. 
177 See Goldhill (1991) 191f., on the scholarly debate about the identity between protagonist and poet in Ach. 377-
382, 496-508. Cf. Sutton (1988). 
178 See Dobrov (2010) 361, 368f.  
179 The importance of speech in Athens, the ‘city of words’, capital of the ‘land of logos’ and the ‘locus classicus 
of loquacity’ (Goldhill (1986) 57, Montiglio (2000), Heath (2005) 179) has been frequently discussed. See 
McClure (1999) 8: ‘[t]o be a citizen was an act of speech, since to be a citizen meant to participate actively in the 
speech of the city, whether in the courts, the Council, the Assembly, or the agora’. Cf. Goldhill (1986) 66, Silk 
(2000) 12, Saxonhouse (2006) 29. 
180 Ober (1989) 309, 321. See Henderson (1998) 258, 263f., Sommerstein (2004) 206-208 and Konstan (2012) 
10f., on Athenian restrictions of free speech.   
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to don a different guise – as if to counter the choral charge of ἐμφάνεια by changing his visual 
appearance.  
As a result, the protagonist’s re-dressing is distinctly over-determined in the play: initially 
introduced as an attire οἷον ἀθλιώτατον (Ach. 384), suggesting the emotional and ‘tragedifying’ 
defences familiar from the contemporary law courts,181 it soon takes on a different meaning. In 
the terms of this chapter, it strives not only to dress Dicaeopolis down to a miserable state, but 
also, and more subtly, to dress him up. After all, the dress Dicaeopolis seeks is not just piteous, 
but tragic (Ach. 412, 415), and indeed not just tragic, but a very specific tragic garment: the 
beggarly rags of Euripides’ Telephus (Ach. 428-430).182As such, the protagonist’s dress is fur-
ther complicated by the fact that it does, in itself, double duty: it is both concealment and imi-
tation. It seeks to veil the protagonist’s criticism, alongside his body, in the persona of Euripi-
des’ beggarly Telephus, while aiming to transform Dicaeopolis, to a substantial part, into the 
eloquent tragic hero.183 On the one hand, just like the Euripidean character and mythical hero 
before him, Dicaeopolis visually dresses down to a beggar’s state – a transition he frames, from 
the start, as external first and foremost: as a theatrical costume, a σκευή, that allows him to dupe 
the chorus (Ach. 443). In this sense, he proclaims in Telephus’ words, δεῖ γάρ με δόξαι πτωχὸν 
εἶναι τήμερον, | εἶναι μὲν ὅσπερ εἰμί, φαίνεσθαι δὲ μή (Ach. 440-441). On the other hand, and 
contrary to the Telephean credo, Dicaeopolis pursues a rather more transformative and, as such, 
up-dressing agenda: after all, it is not any beggarly and miserable dress he seeks, but the beg-
garly and miserable dress of a tragic hero who possesses the very skill in speaking, the capacity 
of being δεινὸς λέγειν (Ach. 429), that Dicaeopolis himself most urgently needs (Ach. 415-417). 
As has been frequently noted, it is the shared challenge of defending oneself by speaking on 
behalf of enemies to a hostile audience of one’s own kinsmen that most closely aligns Telephus 
and Dicaeopolis.184 Hence, Dicaeopolis’ pursuit of Telephus’ costume is also, I propose, a pur-
suit of the tragic hero’s mastery of this very challenge – a transformative up-dressing in the 
guise of deceptive down-dressing, as it were. Unlike Telephus, Dicaeopolis thus intends to not 
just appear as somebody else, but to actually be someone else, at least as far as the other’s 
rhetorical skill (and, if we follow Foley, tragic authority185) is concerned. Accordingly, it is 
with great delight that he dons the hero’s Euripidean costume and observes, εὖ γ’· οἷον ἤδη 
 
181 Ober and Strauss (1990) 258. Cf. Harriot (1982) 36, Sommerstein (1996) ad Ran. 1065.  
182 While Rau (1967) 29 n. 31, Muecke (1982a) 21, Reckford (1987) 174 and Slater (2002) 54 n. 54 interpret 
Dicaeopolis’ rags as tools to gain pity, Harriot rightly notes that, principally, ‘beggars were objects of contempt 
and derision’ in antiquity and thus unlikely to trigger empathy (Harriot (1982) 37). 
183 On Aristophanes’ parody of Telephus’ disguise, see Handley and Rea (1957), Rau (1967) 2-50, Harriot (1982) 
35-41, Muecke (1982a) 19-23, Foley (1988), Fisher (1993) 35-37, Collard, Cropp and Lee (1995) and Olson (2002) 
liv-lxiii. 
184 See Foley (1988) 36-38. 
185 See Foley (1988) 39f.  
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ῥηματίων ἐμπίμπλαμαι (Ach. 447). The theatrical dress shows, or so Dicaeopolis deduces, im-
mediate effects.186 Indeed, after ‘triggering’ a beggarly conduct at first (Ach. 448-479),187 Di-
caeopolis’ dress sees him deliver a speech that truly reaches a Telephean calibre – at many 
points, with verbatim repetition (Ach. 497-556)188 – and thus succeeds in winning over a sub-
stantial part of the chorus. To quote the second semi-chorus’ praise, λέγει γ’ ἅπερ λέγει | δίκαια 
πάντα κοὐδὲν αὐτῶν ψεύδεται (Ach. 560-561). 
And yet, even as it facilitates his verbal prowess, Dicaeopolis’ Telephean dress threatens 
to fail him in a different sense. While the theatre audience may well appreciate Dicaeopolis’ 
paratragic performance,189 its sophistication is completely lost on the chorus and general Lama-
chus (much like the Euripidean performances in Thesmophoriazusae will be lost on their im-
mediate comic onlookers). Instead, they take the very vehicle of Dicaeopolis’ tragic perfor-
mance, Telephus’ beggarly dress, exclusively at face value and as the marker of a beggarly 
identity. In other words, they only see the down-dressing effects of Dicaeopolis’ performance. 
This splits the chorus into two groups: those who emphasize the justice of his words (the second 
semi-chorus as quoted above) and those who challenge the ostensible beggar’s right to speak 
them. Thus, the first semi-chorus rebukes Dicaeopolis with the words, ταυτὶ σὺ τολμᾷς πτωχὸς 
ὢν ἡμᾶς λέγειν; (Ach. 558). This question will not only soon be echoed by general Lamachus 
(Ach. 577: οὗτος, σὺ τολμᾷς πτωχὸς ὢν λέγειν τάδε;, Ach. 593: ταυτὶ λέγεις σὺ τὸν στρατηγὸν 
πτωχὸς ὤν;), but it is in itself the echo of the chorus’ earlier rebuke of Dicaeopolis’ ἐμφάνεια 
(Ach. 311-312: ταῦτα δὴ τολμᾷς λέγειν | ἐμφανῶς ἤδη πρὸς ἡμᾶς;). As a result, the later ques-
tion displaces the previous choral criticism of Dicaeopolis’ speech on the grounds of form 
(ἐμφανῶς) and content (ταῦτα) into a challenge based on his identity itself: εἶτ’ εἰ δίκαια, τοῦτον 
εἰπεῖν αὔτ’ ἐχρῆν; (Ach. 562).190 Hence, rather than craftily convincing the whole chorus of his 
veiled criticism or ‘giving them the finger with his phraselets’ (Ach. 444: ῥηματίοις σκιμαλίσω), 
Dicaeopolis finds his very right to public speech disputed – and himself threatened with a true 
reduction to the lowly state that he strategically dressed down to. This cannot but cast some 
doubt on the ‘costume control’ that Gwendolyn Compton-Engle asserts for the protagonist.191 
Indeed, it is only through abandoning his disguise (Ach. 594-595)192 and denouncing his 
 
186 The same close connection between dress and behaviour appears in Dicaeopolis’ comments about Euripides’ 
attire in Ach. 410-413 and in Agathon’s mimetic theory in Thesm. 149-156 (1.3.2 (ii)). See also Robson (2005b) 
175-177, 179, Zuckerberg (2016) 211f. 
187 Note the repeated (τουτὶ μόνον) δός in Ach. 453, 458, 463, 469, 478 and Dicaeopolis’ increasingly impervious 
demands. Cf. Compton-Engle (2015) 90 and Harriot (1982) 36: ‘his new appearance produces a new person’. 
188 See Foley (1988) 35, Fisher (1993) 35. For the metatheatricality of the speech, see Harriot (1982), Sutton 
(1988), Slater (2002) 42-67. 
189 See Foley (1988) 42, 43, 46 (‘the discerning audience’). 
190 Note the repetition of σύ and πτωχὸς ὤν in Ach. 558, 577. 
191 Compton-Engle (2015) 89.  
192 For proposals that Dicaeopolis doffs the rags at this point, see Foley (1988) 35 n. 13, Bowie (1993) 31f. 
 41 
beggarly identity – ἐγὼ γάρ εἰμι πτωχός; (Ach. 594) – that Dicaeopolis can defend his right to 
speak and only as an openly proclaimed πολίτης χρηστός (Ach. 595) that he can best general 
Lamachus.  
That Dicaeopolis’ down-dressing disguise should fail to be successful, however – and, per-
haps, be necessary in the first place – is not just a matter of humorous complication. Rather, it 
provides an important comment on a central political issue of the play: who may speak in public 
in the democratic city and how?193 The herald’s opening question in the assembly scene, τίς 
ἀγορεύειν βούλεται; (Ach. 45), a verbatim enactment of actual practice,194 hints at the corre-
sponding ideal. As Alan Sommerstein observes ad loc., ‘[t]he formula, implying as it did that 
all citizens had an equal right to advise the people, regardless of birth, wealth or position, was 
regarded as one of the touchstones of democracy’.195 And yet, the democratic ideal of free 
speech is increasingly curtailed as the play unfolds. The very first proposal in the assembly, 
Amphitheus’ call for peace, is met with the herald’s call for the police and Dicaeopolis’ support 
of this proposal is equally and repeatedly quenched: κάθησο, σίγα (Ach. 59, cf. 63, 123). This 
silencing finds an extension in the chorus’ persistent refusal to listen to Dicaeopolis in Ach. 
293-304, 322-324. Having arrayed himself, finally, in the ‘veiling’ conventional for public crit-
icism (albeit in a humorously literal sense), Dicaeopolis sees his free speech challenged yet 
again. This time, by the first semi-chorus and Lamachus, who refuse a beggar’s right to public 
speech. And yet, it is not clear that the categories of beggar and citizen should, by any necessity, 
exclude each other, and a beggar thus be barred from public speech. In fact, socio-hierarchically 
speaking, πτωχός is a very hazy term, less a precise status denominator than an insult, relying 
in particular on the beggar’s characteristically ragged appearance.196 The endorsement of the 
beggar’s speech by the second semi-chorus may point us towards a more precise reading: here, 
as in the assembly scene, free speech and democratic participation is denied to those it should 
rightfully belong to.  
Intriguingly for our present concerns, in both instances, this denial is linked to dress per-
formance. Individuals gained access to public speech in the assembly scene, to no small part, 
through their rich and opulent self-fashioning, their socio-hierarchical up-dressing in the terms 
of this chapter – ὦκβάτανα τοῦ σχήματος, in Dicaepolis’ sarcastic comment (Ach. 64). In the 
present scene, Dicaeopolis uses a related, and equally dress-based, strategy to make his voice 
heard. And yet, he is silenced by a significant portion of the chorus and privileged access to 
public speech is given, once again, to the up-dressing alternative speaker: Lamachus 
 
193 On ‘speaking out to the city’ as a challenge shared by poet and protagonist, see Goldhill (1991) 189. 
194 See Sommerstein (1980b) ad loc.  
195 Sommerstein (1980b) ad loc. Cf. Saxonhouse (2006) 93-95 
196 See note 174. 
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γοργολόφας (Ach. 567), who in his gleaming armour and triple crests is a hero by dress par 
excellence. All acts of dressing, the ambassadors’, Dicaeopolis’ and Lamachus’, are equally 
false and yet their acceptance in public is crucially determined by whether or not they portray, 
on the surface, an elevated social identity. It is due to the socio-hierarchical downward trajec-
tory of his dress that Dicaeopolis, the character who disguises to speak truth rather than false-
hood and criticism rather than flattery, meets with collective opposition. Only as he abandons 
the disguise, and strips general Lamachus of his pretentious attire in turn (Ach.580-590, see 
2.4.5 (i)), can Dicaeopolis command the public audience he has been craving since the begin-
ning of the play. 
In this light, we may wonder if Dicaeopolis’ beggarly re-dressing in Acharnians is less a 
tribute to his ‘costume control’ in Compton-Engle’s sense than a veiled mode of comic critique, 
aimed at a political system in which democratic participation is all too centrally dependent on 
public appearance. As my discussion in section 1.2.3 aimed to show, in contemporary Athens, 
the citizen’s status was perceived as open to performative exploitation, and civic up-dressing 
was a prominent concern. At the same time, as the Dicaeopolis passage suggests, dressing up 
to a certain socio-hierarchical appearance was also a pre-condition to being granted the civic 
privilege of free speech. The vocal critique levelled against politicians like Aristides or Cleon 
for their shabby public appearances197 attests to the pervasiveness of this rationale beyond the 
comic stage. The caricature of Athenian political life in Acharnians showcases the worst pos-
sible effects that this civic emphasis on dress may have: those who deceptively strive for higher 
stations by polished appearances fare better than those who utter fair criticism in humble attire. 
As the present threat of Dicaeopolis’ true, dress-based degradation so vividly illustrates, in such 
a setting, lowly dress, whether by strategic down-dressing or as the expression of genuine being, 
is a risky endeavour – especially if one hopes to wield the powers of public speech. 
 
1.3.2 Patterns of degradation 
 
(i) Dionysus in Frogs 
 
While Dicaeopolis’ disguise already hints at the potentially problematic and uncontrollable 
effects of a character’s down-dressing, especially in the socio-political sphere of the democratic 
city, these effects take centre stage as we proceed to two further comic downward transitions: 
Dionysus’ servile attire in Frogs and the Kinsman’s female cross-dressing in 
 
197 See Carey (1994) 78f., Mann (2009) 162. Cf. Plut. Arist. 25.5, Arist. Ath. Pol. 28.3.  
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Thesmophoriazusae. As they proceed from divine master to mortal slave and from man to 
woman, these re-dressing scenes will also take us to the degrading implications of down-dress-
ing in a ritual and theatrical sense. This becomes particularly apparent in our first example. As 
we have seen above, in Frogs, Dionysus is caught in a rather complex web of dress-based tran-
sitions: not only does he assume a Heraclean exterior above his Dionysiac κόθορνοι and 
κροκωτός (Ran. 45-48), but this heroic top-layer soon alternates with down-dressing attire, as 
the comic god shoulders his slave’s lowly bundle in exchange for Heracles’ club and lionskin 
(Ran. 494-673). As we will see, in each case, Dionysus – the god of theatrical and ritual cos-
tuming – ironically falls short of his traditional divine expertise and painfully misjudges the 
effects of his re-dressing. 
While his servile disguise turns out more transformative than he intends, Dionysus’ initial, 
Heraclean re-dressing fails him precisely by not being transformative enough. After all, as 
quoted in the introduction of this chapter, the god himself explains his heroic dressing to Her-
acles as a σκευή coupled with an act of μίμησις: τήνδε τὴν σκευὴν ἔχων | ἦλθον κατὰ σὴν 
μίμησιν (Ran. 108-109). As in the Dicaeopolis scene above, here, dress is framed as a variant 
of theatrical costuming (σκευή). In the present instance, however, the implication is a different 
one: rather than foregrounding the ephemeral and deceptive quality of the costuming involved, 
Dionysus evokes its mimetic and identity-altering potential first and foremost.198 By dressing 
in the hero’s likeness, Dionysus does not simply intend to look like, or pass for, Heracles, but 
he is convinced to actually become like him, that is, more manly and brave and fear-inducing. 
This conviction reaches the point that he expects even Heracles himself to be struck with terror 
at his sight: ὡς σφόδρα μ᾽ ἔδεισε, or so he interprets Heracles’ initial reaction in Ran. 41. In 
Ismene Lada-Richards’ words, ‘[i]n the mind of Dionysus, … external assimilation to the 
“other” through disguise entails internal transmutation as well, participation in the nature of the 
“other”’.199 And yet, Dionysus’ immediate identification of dress and transformation is more 
than a simple case of comic self-delusion. Not only is this notion pervasively shared by other 
comic characters,200 but, as I have indicated in the introduction of this chapter,201 the god’s own 
real-life worship, especially in its theatrical and initiatory aspects, provides a powerful para-
digm for just such a logic: scholars like Richard Seaford, Charles Segal and Ismene Lada-Rich-
ards have made a compelling case for the existence of a close link between Dionysus’ cult and 
the transformative power of dress, in both Dionysiac maturation rites and the actor’s costuming 
 
198 On the transformative connotations of μίμησις, see Lada-Richards (2002) 403, Given (2007) 39f. and note 70. 
199 Lada-Richards (1999) 165. 
200 It underpins Dicaeopolis’ Telephean re-dressing and the discourses of being and becoming in Xanthias’ up-
dressing in Frogs and the women’s cross-dressing in Assemblywomen. See 1.2.2 (ii), (iii). 
201 See, in particular, note 68. 
 44 
in the Athenian theatre of Dionysus.202 In this light, what is significant, and truly ironic, about 
Dionysus’ Heraclean get-up is not his belief in the transformative power of dress per se – if any 
figure had a justified claim to such a belief, Dionysus is the one – but his sheer inability to put 
this belief into practice and thus to avail himself of the very powers that Dionysus, beyond all 
others, should be able to command. 
This failure is cast into relief through Heracles’ unconquerable laughter as he encounters 
Dionysus in Heraclean guise for the first time (Ran. 42-43, 45). As the hero’s amusement sug-
gests, the heroism that Dionysus believes he has shouldered alongside club and lionskin is noth-
ing but an external and ridiculously artificial layer of dress – starkly at odds with the god’s 
feminine attire beneath: ἀλλ᾽ οὐχ οἷός τ᾽ εἴμ᾽ ἀποσοβῆσαι τὸν γέλων | ὁρῶν λεοντῆν ἐπὶ 
κροκωτῷ κειμένην (Ran. 45-46).203 Ironically, it is only to his own detriment that Dionysus’ 
heroic garb is taken at face value. Hence, in Ran. 556-557, a furious underworld innkeeper 
interprets the visible tokens of Dionysus’ true identity – his Dionysiac buskins – as futile at-
tempts at masking the real Heracles (rather than vice versa): οὐ μὲν οὖν με προσεδόκας, | ὁτιὴ 
κοθόρνους εἶχες, ἀναγνῶναί σ᾽ ἔτι. Most significantly, however, Dionysus’ heroic display 
clashes with his invariably cowardly and effeminate persona. Even beneath his Heraclean attire, 
Dionysus soils himself in terror (Ran. 308, 479-491) and, at the underworld’s gates, Xanthias’ 
prompting is needed to remind the would-be Heracles that his λῆμα better match his σχῆμα 
(Ran. 463). Not only does the heroic garb fail to exercise transformative power, but Dionysus 
himself fails to live up to the appearance he projects. As such, the persistent incongruities of 
Dionysus’ Heraclean dress expose both the comic character’s pretences to heroic distinction 
and, perhaps even more crucially, to true Dionysiac divinity: unable to control either dress or 
theatrical impersonation, the comic Dionysus lacks two of his most characteristic divine forces.  
The fault lines in Dionysus’ comic divinity become visible from yet another angle. Even 
as Dionysus’ incongruous appearance triggers Heracles’ telling laughter, it also aligns the pre-
sent scene with the absurdity characteristic of comedy’s up-dressing scenes above. As such, it 
tacitly inverts the hierarchical order traditionally assumed to hold between Dionysus and Her-
acles. While both figures are notoriously difficult to categorize – associated as they each are 
with both mortality and divinity, masculinity and femininity, bestiality and humanity204 – their 
 
202 See Dodds (21960) ad Bacch. 854-855, Seaford (1981) 258f., Seaford (1996) ad Bacch. 912-976, Segal (21997) 
13, 170, Lada-Richards (1999) 60, Seaford (2006) 53. 
203 While Dionysus’ traditional iconography partakes of both male and female traits (cf. Burkert (1985) 259 n. 48, 
Carpenter (1997) 185, Segal (21997) 159), he is reduced to a feminine appearance in Frogs. On the feminine 
associations of the krokotos, see Llewellyn-Jones (2005) 57f. The intra-Dionysiac ambiguity is displaced into the 
opposition between Dionysiac and Heraclean dress. Heracles too is associated with gender ambiguity elsewhere 
(see especially his servitude for the Lydian queen Omphale; cf. Loraux (1990) 30-40, Lada-Richards (1999) 18f.), 
but limited to heroic masculinity in Frogs. 
204 See Loraux (1990) 38 n. 68, Lada-Richards (1999) 21-44. 
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respective ambiguities are differently nuanced: what we might call the core of their mythical 
representation thus foregrounds a divine identity in Dionysus’ case (if one often challenged and 
in need of assertion) and a predominantly human one for Heracles (if one eventually superseded 
by apotheosis).205 In Albert Henrichs’ words, Dionysiac myth is ‘shot through and even defined 
by suggestions of mortality … [,b]ut the true status of Dionysus is never in doubt’.206 The pre-
sent alignment of Dionysus’ Heraclean aspirations with a hierarchical upward transition re-
verses this traditional distinction and places Dionysus’ divine status on an even more unstable 
footing. The comic god’s failure to either control or live up to his heroic attire thus initiates a 
process of hierarchical degradation that will come to the fore even more clearly with the sub-
sequent costume exchanges between master and slave.  
This process is accompanied – indeed, brought about – by a notable shift in the implications 
of dress, both intended and actual. In contrast to his earlier Heraclean agenda, this time, trans-
formation is not what Dionysus intends: it is external, not internal, change he seeks. Engaging 
in ‘disguise’ in the full sense of the word, in Ran. 494-502, 522-533 and 579-590, he strives to 
project a certain identity, either servile or Heraclean, depending exclusively on their expediency 
at a given moment. As Xanthias observes in Ran. 600-601, ὅδε μὲν οὖν, ἢν χρηστὸν ᾖ τι, | ταῦτ᾽ 
ἀφαιρεῖσθαι πάλιν πει- | ράσεταί μ᾽ εὖ οἶδ᾽ ὅτι. Naturally, this approach applies, in particular, 
to the slave costume. Keen to pass for Xanthias at times, Dionysus has no intent of sharing his 
servile nature or true socio-hierarchical station. Even as he proclaims ἐγὼ δ᾽ ἔσομαί σοι 
σκευοφόρος in Ran. 497, and introduces what I have called a language of becoming and being 
in 1.2.2 (ii), Dionysus concludes the line with a reference to their continued turn-taking: ἐν τῷ 
μέρει (Ran. 497). Thus, he emphasizes the external and ephemeral nature of their re-dressing. 
And yet, precisely the opposite occurs. While the first costume change between master and 
slave (Ran. 494-529) is still quite easily reversed (see 1.2.2 (ii)), the second time Dionysus 
shoulders the servile bundle (Ran. 590-641), he finds himself increasingly unable to shed the 
disguise. Once Dionysus has entered the inferior state by appearance, he cannot help doing so 
by experience as well. When Aeacus accuses the ostensible Heracles of theft, Dionysus finds 
himself generously offered up for torture: βασάνιζε γὰρ τὸν παῖδα τουτονὶ λαβών (Ran. 616). 
A contemporary Athenian audience would have considered such physical abuse highly degrad-
ing for a free man – as John Winkler asserts, the ‘[i]nviolability of the person’ is a fundamental 
marker of Athenian citizen status and ‘[t]o put your hand on a citizen’s body is to insult him 
 
205 Although Heracles gains apotheosis, he accomplishes his most characteristic deeds as a mortal. As Silk ob-
serves, ‘[t]here is a crucial difference between Heracles, on the one hand, … and Dionysus, on the other. Hermes, 
Aphrodite, and Dionysus were gods – even if Dionysus, like Heracles, was son of Zeus and a mortal woman’ (Silk 
(1985) 5). See Lyons (1997) 6. 
206 Henrichs (1993) 18-22. 
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profoundly, implying that he is a social inferior’.207 The βάσανος presently suggested, however, 
was an even more specific marker of social inferiority: as a term with contemporary legal cur-
rency, denoting the torture that allowed a slave’s testimony to be admitted in court, βάσανος 
‘came to imply a status distinction, namely between free and slave’.208 At this point, Dionysus’ 
servile dress sees him aligned with a true, servile identity. The degradation he meant to project 
externally is approaching bitter reality.  
Indeed, it persists, even as he vocally asserts his divinity: ἀθάνατος εἶναί φημι, Διόνυσος 
Διός (Ran. 631, cf. 629). This protestation remains futile. It neither convinces Aeacus,209 nor 
does it succeed in averting Dionysus’ physical abuse. In fact, it merely prompts Xanthias to 
suggest another, equally demeaning procedure. Playing on the double meaning of βάσανος as 
‘inquiry by torture’ and ‘test/trial of genuineness’,210 he proposes turning the original βάσανος 
(torture) into a βάσανος (test) of divinity (Ran. 632-634). Both would-be deities – Xanthias, the 
ostensible Heracles, and Dionysus, the ostensible slave – are to take floggings in turn so that 
the one most oblivious to pain may be pronounced divine (Ran. 635-639). As I will detail in 
section 2.4.5 (ii), the subsequent flogging scene tellingly begins with Aeacus’ instruction that 
they both strip (Ran. 641). This not only adds a significant further layer of humiliation to Dio-
nysus’ present performance, but it sees him remove the very disguise that cast his divinity into 
doubt in the first place. And yet, rather than re-elevating him to a divine position, Dionysus’ 
undress reduces him even more firmly to a servile one: once assumed, there is no removal of 
the slave-like disguise. Equally humiliated to a state of undress, equally made to endure, πληγὴν 
παρὰ πληγήν (Ran. 643, cf. 636), the same characteristically slavish experience of being beaten 
and equally feeling the pain of it, Dionysus, the god, has all but become a slave himself.211 
Hence, it is perhaps little surprising that Aeacus ultimately fails to identify the deity among 
them: οὔτοι μὰ τὴν Δήμητρα δύναμαί πω μαθεῖν | ὁπότερος ὑμῶν ἐστι θεός (Ran. 668-669). 
As our discussion of Xanthias’ up-dressing revealed (1.2.2 (ii)), this high-point of socio-
hierarchical degradation is, of course, not the note on which the play ends. Indeed, in the very 
next scene, Xanthias’ conversation with a fellow slave clearly demarcates, and firmly returns 
him to, his servile state. Dionysus as well receives a reinstatement of sorts. After all, immedi-
ately afterwards, he is called to preside over the tragic competition between Aeschylus and 
Euripides in what must be a gesture to his traditional expertise as the god of theatre. In the 
 
207 Winkler (1990b) 179 with n. 22. Cf. Lada-Richards (1999) 117, Compton-Engle (2003) 508. 
208 Wrenhaven (2012) 69. Cf. Gagarin (1996). 
209 See Ran. 630b: λέγεις δὲ τί;, 632: ταῦτ᾽ ἀκούεις; 
210 See LSJ online, s.v. βάσανος, II, III.  
211 See Compton-Engle (2003) 530, Wrenhaven (2012) 63-71. The temporary social degradation of Dionysus’ 
flagellation and enforced nudity underpins Lada-Richards’ reading of the scene in the light of contemporary initi-
ation rituals (Lada-Richards (1999) 73-78). On their evocation of ritual ‘liminality’, see also Konstan (1986) 299. 
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words of Pluto’s slave, τῆς τέχνης ἔμπειρος ἦν (Ran. 811). In this sense, we might see Diony-
sus’ servile degradation, with Ismene Lada-Richards, as the liminal stage in a quasi-Dionysiac 
initiation – a stage that ultimately returns Dionysus to his proper station.212  
 
(ii) The Kinsman in Thesmophoriazusae 
 
While the degradation that Dionysus suffers in Frogs is tightly linked to the specific im-
plications of re-dressing and disguising in a Dionysiac setting, it simultaneously points us to 
the broader pattern we found suggested already in Aristophanes’ Acharnians: comic down-
dressing entails the risk of true degradation; it may turn from an ostensibly expedient disguise 
to the catalyst of a more fundamental change of station. The down-dressing of Euripides’ Kins-
man in Thesmophoriazusae provides us with a final case in point. 
Before turning to the Kinsman’s re-dressing itself, however, we need to consider the pre-
ceding Agathon scene – a scene concerned precisely with the differences between signifying 
and transformative dress. As Agathon first appears on stage, the Kinsman immediately draws 
our attention to his dress (στολή): ποδαπὸς ὁ γύννις; τίς πάτρα; τίς ἡ στολή; (Thesm. 136). The 
practice of judging a person’s identity by their dress features prominently on the fifth-century 
stage. Indeed, this very passage is borrowed from Aeschylus’ Edonians (fr. 61), where Lycur-
gus, from what we may glean, attempts to pinpoint Dionysus’ identity in similar fashion.213 In 
a related attempt of reading identity by dress,214 Pelasgus comments upon the Danaids’ appear-
ance in Aeschylus’ Suppliants: ποδαπὸν ὅμιλον τόνδ’ ἀνελληνόστολον | πέπλοισι βαρβάροισι 
κἀμπυκώμασι  | χλίοντα προσφωνοῦμεν; οὐ γὰρ Ἀργολὶς | ἐσθὴς γυναικῶν οὐδ’ ἀφ’ Ἑλλάδος 
τόπων (Supp. 234-237). In its triple reference to the women’s dress (ἀνελληνόστολον, πέπλοισι 
βαρβάροισι κἀμπυκώμασι, ἐσθής), the passage emphasizes the centrality of attire as a clue to 
the women’s identity. And yet, it is misleading nonetheless: for all their ‘un-Greek’ attire, the 
Danaids turn out to be Greeks by descent.215 The Agathon scene questions the reliability of 
dress as a social signifier even more strikingly. The attire of this ‘he-woman’, ὁ γύννις, sends 
highly incongruous signals:216 introduced as a male poet in Thesm. 29-30 (Ἀγάθων ὁ κλεινός 
… | ὁ τραγῳδοποιός), Agathon displays both the robes, hairnet, breast-band and mirror associ-
ated with female dress and the lute, lyre, oil-flask and sword characteristically associated with 
 
212 See Lada-Richards (1999) 103-109. 
213 See ΣR ad Thesm. 136: λέγει ἐν τοῖς Ἠδωνοῖς πρὸς τὸν συλληφθέντα Διόνυσον· ποδαπὸς ὁ γύννις;. Cf. Austin 
and Olson (2004) ad loc. A similar scene may underpin **fr. 78a of Aeschylus’ satyric Isthmiastai or Theoroi, 
where γύννις most likely also refers to Dionysus. Cf. Lämmle (2013) 309f. n. 21. 
214 See also Cho. 10-12, OC 313-315, Hec. 734-735. 
215 See Supp. 274-326. 
216 Cf. Stehle (2002) 379-384, Duncan (2006) 33, Wyles (2011) 47-50, Compton-Engle (2015) 95. 
 48 
men (Thesm. 137-143) – a dress-based τάραξις τοῦ βίου (Thesm. 137) that leaves the Kinsman 
in mock aporia. 
If dress cannot be relied upon to demarcate social identity, and gender more specifically, 
as the Kinsman appears to expect, what is its purpose in the present scene? Agathon himself 
supplies us with a response: dress is a mimetic tool that allows the poet to transform himself in 
accordance with his work.217 For, in order to compose, the poet asserts, one’s very body must 
partake of the ‘characteristics’ appropriate to one’s composition: μετουσίαν δεῖ τῶν τρόπων τὸ 
σῶμ’ ἔχειν (Thesm. 152).218 Γυναικεῖα δράματα, that is, ‘tragedies in which the primary focal-
izers are female’,219 require a woman’s characteristics and ἀνδρεῖα δράματα a man’s (Thesm. 
151, 154). Any τρόποι not at hand, ἐν τῷ σώματι (Thesm. 154), must be ‘hunted down’ by 
mimesis: ἃ δ’ οὐ κεκτήμεθα, | μίμησις ἤδη ταῦτα συνθηρεύεται (Thesm. 155-156). The poet’s 
feminine dress takes a central role in this endeavour: it allows him, a ποιητὴς ἀνήρ (Thesm. 
149), to think and behave like a woman – ἐγὼ δὲ τὴν ἐσθῆθ’ ἅμα γνώμῃ φορῶ (Thesm. 148) – 
as he shares, quite physically (Thesm. 152), in her ways. Here, dress is pursued, first and fore-
most, not for its signifying, but for its transformative potential. As such, Agathon’s dramatic 
discourse vividly calls to mind a rationale we encountered already in Dionysus’ Heraclean garb 
and Dicaeopolis’ rags above: you may be what you wear. Indeed, Dionysus’ dressing too is 
described as an act of mimesis (Ran. 108),220 and Dicaeopolis’ dress is borrowed, in even closer 
correspondence, from another tragic poet – a poet whose creations are also said to derive from 
his dress: ἀτὰρ τί τὰ ῥάκι’; εἰς τραγῳδίας ἔχεις | ἐσθῆτ’ ἐλεινήν; οὐκ ἐτὸς πτωχοὺς ποιεῖς (Ach. 
412-413).221 In the mimetic world that these comic scenes evoke, dress performance determines 
identity.  
As scholars have frequently remarked, only little later, Agathon appears to contradict the 
constructivist frame of this world with an apparently essentialist stance.222 In Thesm. 167, the 
poet asserts, ὅμοια γὰρ ποιεῖν ἀνάγκη τῇ φύσει. This has generally been taken to mean ‘we 
 
217 See Robson (2005b) 180-188, on Agathon’s mimetic theory in the light of ‘ancient views on composition’. 
218 I am taking τὸ σῶμα as subject accusative of ἔχειν, rather than as an accusative of respect with ποιητὴν ἄνδρα 
(Thesm. 149) as subject accusative. Duncan (2006) 42f. convincingly refutes Stohn’s restriction of τρόποι (Thesm. 
150, 152) to dress behaviour (Stohn (1993) 198): as τὸ σῶμα (Thesm. 152) indicates, Agathon refers to bodily 
τρόποι too. 
219 Austin and Olson (2004) ad Thesm. 151-152. While ΣR maintains that γυναικεῖα δράματα refers to tragedies 
with female choruses, Austin and Olson convincingly suggest a broader reference to plays with leading female 
characters. For further discussion, see Muecke (1982b) 53f.  
220 According to Zeitlin (1996) 383, Thesm. 166 is ‘the first attested technical use of the word’. On the transform-
ative associations of mimesis, see Lada-Richards (2002) 403, Given (2007) 39f. 
221 Cf. Austin and Olson (2004) ad Thesm. 148-172. On the identification of artist and work in both cases, see 
Muecke (1982b) 51f. 
222 See Stohn (1993) 198f., Sommerstein (1994) ad Thesm. 167, Duncan (2006) 32-47, Compton-Engle (2015) 95. 
Austin and Olson (2004) ad Thesm. 148-172 strike an explanatory note: ‘this is popular entertainment drawing on 
fashionable ideas, not a systematic scholarly treatise’. Zeitlin (1996) 383f. reconciles the contradiction by arguing 
that Agathon is by nature the effeminate he impersonates. 
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must compose/act, in accordance with our nature’,223 and, by extension, we must wear what we 
are. In the words of Anne Duncan, ‘both [theories] cannot be true, seemingly – and yet, Agathon 
insists on keeping both in play’.224 Indeed, in Thesm. 171-172, he claims, ταῦτα γάρ τοι γνοὺς 
ἐγὼ | ἐμαυτὸν ἐθεράπευσα. Understanding precisely the impact of φύσις on composition, Aga-
thon has dressed the way he has. With John Given, I believe that the key to resolving this con-
tradiction lies in the meaning of φύσις. Rather than denoting, as generally assumed, an unalter-
able ‘nature’ or ‘essence’, Given has shown that, among pre-Socratic writers, there existed ‘a 
tension in the concept of phusis between the recognition that the nature of something undergoes 
change over time and the desire for an unchanging present stability’.225 Indeed, the term could 
denote a state as ephemeral as somebody’s ‘outward form’ or ‘appearance’ in fifth-century 
literature.226 This is the meaning of φύσις we encountered, for instance, in Tereus’ avian trans-
formation in Birds (1.2.4). Agathon too, in illustration of his point, tellingly refers not only to 
the influence of stable qualities, but, yet again, to the transformative potential of dress: the poets 
he lists in Thesm. 160-166 are handsome and well-dressed and, as a consequence, well-
versed.227 In this light, I propose that Agathon’s own φύσις as well is both (temporarily) stable 
and (temporarily) malleable in mimetic dress performance:228 while assuming what we might 
call a male ‘home base’ for his φύσις (Thesm. 149: ποιητὴς ἀνήρ, cf. 29-30, 154), Agathon 
claims the ability to temporarily enter by mimetic dressing other φύσεις, which then favourably 
influence his composition – until he chooses to mimetically pursue μετουσία in yet another set 
of τρόποι. As a result, Agathon’s φύσις is always already the result of his mimesis, especially 
of the dress he wears.  
Agathon’s emphasis on the transformative agency of dress is an important foil for the Kins-
man’s cross-dressing to come – and thus affirms the identity-altering potential of dress beyond 
the poetic sphere: while the Agathon scene may prompt us to agree with Ashley Clements’ 
assessment that ‘[t]he nature of the poet is … in flux’,229 Agathon is not the only one whose 
identity is marked as fluid in the play, nor is the poet’s mimetic changeability restricted to his 
own poetic endeavours. After all, Agathon’s attire initiates another, involuntary variant of 
 
223 Cf. Cantarella (1975) 332, Sommerstein (1994) ad Thesm. 167, Zeitlin (1996) 383, Austin and Olson (2004) 
ad Thesm. 148-172, Duncan (2006) 36. Duncan observes that the tendency to conflate poetry and poet lies behind 
much ancient biographical writing (Duncan (2006) 44). On the wider currency of the ‘Entsprechung von Physis 
and Werk’ in Athenian society, see Stohn (1993) 200.  
224 Duncan (2006) 44. 
225 Given (2007) 41. Cf. Naddaf (2005) 11-35, Clements (2014) 142 n. 261. 
226 See Hdt. 8.38, Pind. Nem. 6.5, Isthm. 3/4.67, Aesch. Supp. 496, Soph. OT 740, Trach. 379, Eur. Bacch. 54, Ar. 
Av. 117, Vesp. 1071, Nub. 503 and my discussion on pages 33 (Ar. Av. 117) and 59 (Eur. Bacch. 54). For φύσις as 
‘outward form’, see also Od. 10.303. 
227 See Thesm. 165-166 (on Phrynichus): αὐτός τε καλὸς ἦν καὶ καλῶς ἠμπίσχετο· | διὰ τοῦτ’ ἄρ’ αὐτοῦ καὶ κάλ’ 
ἦν τὰ δράματα.  
228 On the ‘temporary’ essentialism/constructivism of Agathon’s words, see Given (2007) 40, 42.  
229 Clements (2014) 142. 
 50 
transformation at the same time. The femininity he dons does not only affect his poetry, but 
also the treatment he receives from others. Thus, throughout their encounter, the poet in femi-
nine garb is the target of the Kinsman’s crude sexual jokes (Thesm. 157-158, 200-201, 206-
207) – indeed, of his humiliating verbal stripping of Agathon’s gender ambiguous body (2.4.5 
(iii)) – and thus finds himself reduced to the passivized position of the female or, even worse, 
the effeminate sexual pathic, a prototypical Aristophanic figure of derision. Agathon’s seem-
ingly fluid poetic persona is thus mockingly confined, not to a male or female φύσις craftily 
obtained, but to a laughable neither-nor. In particular, as we will see in 2.4.5 (iii), the identity 
of a man, the ostensible ‘home base’ of Agathon’s transformativity, becomes apparent as utterly 
unattainable to him. Ironically, the comic Agathon is thus caught in the very effeminacy that 
appears to have been associated with his real-life counterpart.230  
Soon, the Kinsman will follow unwittingly in Agathon’s footsteps: once he agrees, in Aga-
thon’s stead, to defend Euripides at the Thesmophoria in female guise, he too suffers acute 
humiliation. While he must don a feminine robe, breast-band, headgear and wig under Euripi-
des’ control (Thesm. 249-263), the most degrading part of his dressing is, no doubt, the groom-
ing he has to undergo first:231 made to strip by Euripides in Thesm. 214, the Kinsman is forced 
to endure both shaving and singeing (Thesm. 213-248). The latter is particularly telling for our 
present concerns. While absurd, from a realist perspective,232 and highly ridiculous at that 
(Thesm. 593: ἠλίθιος ὅστις τιλλόμενος ἠνείχετο), it sees the Kinsman embrace to an extreme 
Agathon’s doctrine that he who wishes to impersonate another must share their τρόποι: depi-
lated in his genital area, the Kinsman experiences, first hand, a tell-tale trait of femininity τὸ 
σῶμα.233 And yet, he does not simply do so ‘as women do’,234 but increasingly against his will 
and at another man’s hand.235 In addition, it is not the Kinsman’s pubic area that is being singed 
in this scene, as one would expect for a woman in spe, but his anus236 – a locus of depilation 
associated, not with females, but with effeminate, pathic males. Thus, Dicaeopolis addresses 
the womanish Cleisthenes as a θερμόβουλον πρωκτὸν ἐξυρημένος in Ach. 119.237 The insulting 
idea of the Kinsman’s pathic homosexuality is visually realized on stage in his depilation: in-
structed to bend over, ἐγκύψας ἔχε (Thesm. 236, cf. 239), for anal singeing, and approached, 
 
230 Duncan (2006) 29-32. 
231 For this broad understanding of ‘dressing’, see note 42. 
232 If the cross-dressing succeeds, no one will see his singeing and, if they do, they will also see his phallus. 
233 See, for instance, Lys. 825-828, Eccl. 12-13, 65-67. 
234 Zeitlin (1996) 384. 
235 See the Kinsman’s protests in Thesm. 222, 223, 224-226, 228, 241-242, 248 and the proliferation of imperative 
commands he endures: Thesm. 214: ἀπόδυθι, 221: κάθιζε, φύσα, 228-229: μηδαμῶς … προδῷς με, χώρει, 230: ἔχ᾽ 
ἀτρέμα, ἀνάκυπτε, 236: ἐγκύψας ἔχε, 239: ἐπίκυπτε, φυλάττου, 243: θάρρει.  
236 Instructed to assume a bent-over position, ἐγκύψας ἔχε (Thesm. 236, cf. 239), the Kinsman fears that his 
πρωκτός catches fire (Thesm. 240-242) and his τράμις is blackened with soot (Thesm. 245, cf. 248). 
237 Cf. Olson (2002) ad Ach. 117-118, Austin and Olson (2004) ad Thesm. 235. 
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even set aflame (Thesm. 240-242),238 by Euripides with a glowing, red-tipped torch from be-
hind, the Kinsman is all but penetrated from the rear.239 Hence, we may observe how his femi-
nine re-dressing, even before he actually enters female garments, entails the Kinsman’s degra-
dation in a dual sense: he is both passivized and controlled by another, and submits to this 
treatment himself – just like a woman or effeminate would be expected to do.240  
As I will detail in Chapter Two, the humiliation of the Kinsman’s dressing scene is strik-
ingly continued in his undressing and physical abuse by a group of Athenian women at the 
Thesmophoria (2.4.5 (iii)). Even at this point, however, the Kinsman’s detrimental relationship 
to dressing, in its cross-dressing and undressing variants, has not yet ended. Two times more in 
the subsequent play, he will attempt to exploit his female dress to his own benefit. Each time, 
the role he assumes is that of a Euripidean heroine in distress, Helen and Andromeda respec-
tively,241 who desperately hopes for a rescue scheme; each time, the scheme spectacularly fails 
due to a highly uncooperative audience – an audience which, not unlike the chorus and general 
Lamachus in Aristophanes’ Acharnians (1.3.1), fails to suspend their disbelief in light of the 
subtleties of Euripides’ invention.242 While the Kinsman clearly cannot control the feminine 
dress he wears to his own advantage, he does not succeed in freeing himself from it either. 
Thus, he fails to convince the Marshal to remove the shameful attire in Thesm. 939-944. All the 
Kinsman can do at this point is to publicly bewail its degrading force: ὦ κροκώθ᾽, οἷ᾽ εἴργασαι 
(Thesm. 945). There could hardly be a more fitting description, not only of the Kinsman’s 
plight, but of comic down-dressing more widely. As we have seen from Dicaeopolis to Diony-
sus to the Kinsman, comedy’s dress-based transitions in downward direction tend to ascribe a 
significant and degrading agency to the dress a down-dressing individual wears. He who as-












238 See Henderson (21991) 117f., on comedy’s descriptions of sexual arousal as being ‘set afire’. 
239 Cf. Stehle (2002) 386. Threatened with penetration from the rear, the Kinsman is forced into the humiliating 
position he imposed upon Agathon little earlier: in Thesm. 157-158, he liberally offered his satyric support 
σοὔπισθεν ἐστυκὼς ἐγώ. For discussion, see 2.4.5 (iii). 
240 See Compton-Engle (2015) 95, 98. 
241 See Thesm. 850-928 (Helen), 1098-1134 (Andromeda). 
242 See the reactions of Critylla (Thesm. 858-923) and the Scythian Archer (Thesm. 1103-1127) and Euripides’ 
frustration in Thesm. 1130-1131 (σκαιοῖσι γάρ τοι καινὰ προσφέρων σοφὰ | μάτην ἀναλίσκοις ἄν). Cf. Muecke 
(1982a) 29.  
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1.4 TRAGIC DOWN-DRESSING 
 
The potentially devastating force of dress to shift the socio-hierarchical station of the 
wearer, which we found intensely explored on the comic stage, is notably curtailed in tragedy. 
Upward shifts do not appear at all, and lasting instances of down-dressing only appear twice 
across the extant tragic corpus: Pentheus’ disguise in Euripides’ Bacchae, from Theban king to 
female Bacchant and, ultimately, the dismembered beast of the maenadic sparagmos, and Do-
lon’s similarly detrimental down-dressing in the Pseudo-Euripidean Rhesus, from Trojan war-
rior to lupine quadruped. In fact, the great majority of tragic down-dressing scenes is not only 
confined to a narrow and exclusively male socio-hierarchical scale, but pointedly inverts the 
devastating capacities associated with Aristophanic down-dressing and the tragic exceptions of 
Bacchae and Rhesus: they turn emblematically-charged tragic appearances – the ragged clothes 
and distraught expressions, τρυχηρὰ … πέπλων λακίσματ’, ἀδόκιμ’ ὀλβίοις (Tro. 496-497), 
that elsewhere mark a tragic character’s fall243 – into the successful tools of a tragic μηχάνημα. 
An external stratagem first and foremost, tragic down-dressing is largely devoid of diminishing 
effects. Indeed, it frequently facilitates a character’s self-assertion and social re-elevation. 
 
1.4.1 Patterns of degradation 
 
(i) Dolon in Rhesus 
 
Let me begin my analysis proper by taking a closer look at the exceptional cases of Rhesus 
and Bacchae and the degrading implications of the down-dressing employed in both. Before 
turning to Pentheus’ famous cross-dressing in Bacchae, I will briefly consider Dolon’s bestial 
disguise in Rhesus. This disguise shares with a variety of Aristophanic scenes above an effec-
tiveness that is fundamentally partial – it proves effective, indeed transformative, only to the 
wearer’s own detriment. In the tragedy, this becomes particularly apparent because Dolon’s 
ultimately failed lupine disguise is acutely juxtaposed with the success of Odysseus’ deceptions. 
Naturally, and again not unlike Aristophanes’ down-dressing figures (and, as we will see, like 
Pentheus in Bacchae), Dolon’s initial expectations for his disguise are very different from their 
eventual outcome: the dramatic character’s self-deception about his ability to deceive others 
prominently frames, even advances, his own downfall.  
 
243 Cf. Pers. 607-609 (Atossa), 832-836, 845-851, 1017-1077 (Xerxes), Soph. El. 189-192 (Electra), OC 1254-
1263 (Oedipus) and Euripides’ heroes in rags, including Electra (El. 184-185, 239, 241, 304-313) and those listed 
in Ach. 418-434. Cf. Milanezi (2005) 75f. 
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Accordingly, we learn about Dolon’s theriomorphic disguise as the very pinnacle of an 
extensive series of praises, by Hector (Rhes. 158-160), the chorus (Rhes. 195-201) and, not least 
of all, by Dolon himself, celebrating his patriotic sentiment, the worthiness of his deed and his 
great skill for δόλος – ἐπώνυμος μὲν κάρτα, as Hector observes (Rhes. 158). Dolon himself 
promises no less than to craftily find out πάντ᾽ Ἀχαιῶν … βουλεύματα (Rhes. 157), bearing the 
head of Odysseus or Diomedes as his proof (Rhes. 219-220).244 In addition, as his worthy rec-
ompense, ἄξιον | μισθόν (Rhes. 161-162, cf. 182), he claims a prize no less splendid than Achil-
les’ immortal horses (Rhes. 182,189-190). Prompted by an eager chorus – σοφοῦ παρ’ ἀνδρὸς 
χρὴ σοφόν τι μανθάνειν (Rhes. 206) – Dolon details the stratagem that fuels his confidence. At 
its core lies the hero’s self-refashioning in the σκευή (Rhes. 203) of a wolf: he will attach a 
λύκειον δοράν to his back, with the beast’s scalp and jaws covering his head in Heraclean fash-
ion and its four legs attached to his own arms and feet (Rhes. 208-211). Completed by a match-
ing four-footed gait, this guise guarantees, Dolon claims, an undetected journey: τετράπουν 
μιμήσομαι | λύκου κέλευθον πολεμίοις δυσεύρετον (Rhes. 211-212, cf. 205: κλωπικοῖς τε 
βήμασιν). Exceeding mere camouflage, the wolf’s appearance and manner are sought, and ac-
tively imitated, by Dolon as a means of veiling his own identity by projecting another: to any 
Achaean onlooker, he is to pass for a beast, rather than the Trojan spy he is. As George Elderkin 
has argued, for a contemporary Athenian audience, this specific cover may have suggested a 
safe and unobstructed passage into the Argive camp ‘because the beast was sacred to their 
Apollo who bore the appellative Λύκειος at Argos as well as at Athens’.245 To this point, Do-
lon’s lupine re-dressing appears a strategic external guise, and a highly promising one at that. 
At the same time, there is a deliberately transformative quality to Dolon’s bestial attire. 
Thus, Robin Bond speaks of ‘Dolon’s … transformation from spy to hero’ and Almut Fries, 
following Bond in her recent commentary, traces ‘Dolon’s transformation into an overconfident 
warrior’.246 Both link this transformative element to the resemblance between Dolon’s descrip-
tion of his wolf-like attire and a Homeric arming scene.247 Bond even interprets the scene as 
the theatrical enactment of a heroic simile, another key element of a Homeric aristeia: ‘He [i.e. 
Dolon] becomes the simile’.248 While certainly compelling, the resulting picture of an overcon-
fident, self-performed aristeia needs to be nuanced further. After all, as Fries importantly notes, 
 
244 Here, the tragedy gestures to the Doloneia of Iliad 10, in which Dolon encounters these two heroes – only that 
they outwit and murder him rather than vice versa. While their encounter does not appear in Rhesus, it underpins 
the dramatic action from Rhes. 567 onwards. For discussions of the Dolon myth in tragedy and Homer, see Elder-
kin (1935) 349f., Fenik (1964) 59f., Bond (1996), Liapis (2009), Fries (2014) 811. 
245 Elderkin (1935) 349. Cf. Rhes. 224-225: Λυκίας | ναὸν ἐμβατεύων. 
246 See Bond (1996) 259, Fries (2014) ad Rhes. 201-223. 
247 See Bond (1996) 259, Fries (2014) ad Rhes. 208-211a.  
248 Bond (1996) 260, brackets are mine. 
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‘[n]o single Iliadic fighter is compared to a wolf, the emblem of trickery and sneak attacks’.249 
Indeed, only little later in the tragedy, in the encounter between Hector and Rhesus, do we hear 
a hero’s traditional250 rebuke of such wolfish techniques: οὐδεὶς ἀνὴρ εὔψυχος ἀξιοῖ λάθραι | 
κτεῖναι τὸν ἐχθρόν (Rhes. 510-511). Dolon’s lupine disguise thus hardly qualifies as a straight-
forwardly heroizing re-enactment of Homeric tropes.  
Instead, I propose, it triggers a different, or at any rate broader, set of transformative asso-
ciations: rather than a mere spy-to-hero transition in the sense of Bond or Fries, it implies a 
shift towards bestiality and the cunning associated with the beast in question. As Bryan Hains-
worth suggests, in a paraphrase of Karl Reinhardt’s thoughts on the Iliadic Doloneia, ‘some-
thing of the lion, leopard, boar, wolf, and weasel rubs off on the wearers of their skins’.251 The 
expectation of such an effect is, arguably, all the more prominent if the wearer does not simply 
shoulder the hide, but in fact enters the detailed mimesis that Dolon envisions. The theatrical 
impersonation implicit in the terms σκευή and μιμήσομαι (Rhes. 202, 211) itself may support 
such a reading. Perhaps not incidentally, Dionysus’ Heraclean disguise in Frogs – a prominent 
instance of a dramatic character’s assumption of an animal hide equally framed by the theatrical 
terminology of σκευή and μίμησις – clearly pursues a transformative agenda.252 In other words, 
it makes a crucial difference that Dolon is not simply compared, simile-style, to an animal he 
resembles, but that he actively embodies the animal he wishes to resemble. This prompts us to 
evaluate Dolon’s dressing scene as the deliberate pursuit of a theriomorphic transformation.  
And yet, however much Dolon may hope to embrace a lupine slyness by entering a lupine 
appearance, his performance lacks the desired effect. The next time Dolon appears on the tragic 
stage, it is by name only, as the victim of Odysseus and Diomedes, whom they have just suc-
cessfully questioned and killed (Rhes. 573, 575-576, 591-593). While we are left to guess the 
details of their encounter, Dolon’s bestial disguise clearly failed to provide a κέλευθος 
δυσεύρετος (Rhes. 212). Indeed, once detected, it would have been not only useless, but outright 
detrimental: in an ambush, Dolon’s quadrupedal position would have created a distinct disad-
vantage, while the bestial σκευή itself may have kept him from properly handling, or even 
carrying, his weapons. After all, despite its echoes of Homeric arming, Dolon’s imaginary 
dressing scene lacks the mention of arms. As Fries suggests, ‘they would spoil the stratagem’.253 
The absence of Dolon’s weapons is even more significant: it signals the foolish surrender, not 
 
249 Fries (2014) ad Rhes. 201-223. On wolves in ancient thought, see also Hainsworth (1993) ad Il. 10.334-335, 
Irving (1990) 77. 
250 See, for instance, Iliad 9.312-313 and Fries (2014) ad Rhes. 510-511. 
251 Hainsworth (1993) ad Il. 10.334-335. While denying a metamorphic disguise, Buxton admits a ‘degree of 
assimilation between clothes and wearer’ (Buxton (2009) 103).  
252 See 1.3.2 (i), Ran. 109. Cf. Thesm. 156. 
253 Fries (2014) ad Rhes. 208-211a. 
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only of a central means of defence, but also of an important part of the Homeric hero’s identity. 
As Hélène Monsacré observes, ‘armor is the double of the hero’.254 Taking it off symbolically 
strips the hero of heroic being and elevation. Similarly, Dolon deprives himself, alongside his 
weapons, of his state as a warrior as he strives to even more fully embody the wolfish deception. 
When this deception fails, all that remains is the fundamental inferiority of a cowed animal in 
the face of armed men.  
The degradation prompted by Dolon’s failed down-dressing disguise is thrown into high 
relief by Odysseus’ mastery over both Dolon as well as the mechanics of deception in the same 
play. At the most basic level of plot, we see Odysseus succeed where Dolon had failed: he 
questions and kills the Trojan, subjecting him to the very same treatment that Dolon had boasted 
to impose upon him (Rhes. 219-223). This accomplishment presupposes Odysseus’ successful 
dismantling of Dolon’s disguise and, quite possibly, a deceptive manoeuvre on his own part.255 
In each case, he outwits the ostensible master of δόλος. At the same time, Odysseus soon out-
does Dolon in lupine connotations – perhaps even lupine disguise. When Rhesus’ charioteer 
reports the theft of his master’s horses, he describes the thieves as dream images of wolves, 
λύκοι (Rhes. 781-783). Beyond the obvious symbolic force of the lupine description, a more 
literal wolfishness may be at play: if Dolon’s wolf skin was among the σκυλεύματα in Rhes. 
593, Odysseus and Diomedes may well have used them for a stratagem of their own and ap-
peared as wolves to the unwitting Driver.256 In this case, Odysseus would have succeeded, yet 
again, where Dolon had not: he not only masters the wolfish disguise, but he emerges un-
scathed. Given Odysseus’ record of successful disguises at Troy, this would, of course, hardly 
surprise. To quote the chorus’ words in Rhes. 705, εἰ τοῖς πάροιθε χρὴ τεκμαίρεσθαι· τί μήν 
[οὔ];257 The extent to which Odysseus surpasses Dolon’s craftiness is best captured in his final 
deception in the play – a deception that, unlike any prior, does without any dress performance: 
having won the Trojan watchword from Dolon, Odysseus leaves the camp undetected (Rhes. 
688). It is a mere word that turns him instantly from Rhesus’ suspected killer to a φίλος (Rhes. 
687). While this raises important questions about the (mis)recognition of social identity and 
relationship, it also casts a final, disparaging spotlight on the failure of Dolon’s disguise: the 
degradation, devastation and death that Dolon’s wolfish down-dressing had entailed for him-
self, despite all its elaborateness, could not be showcased any more clearly than by means of 
the simple ease of Odysseus’ cunning. 
 
254 Monsacré (2017) 22. On the (Homeric) association between armour and identity, see also Bassi (1998) 60. 
255 This is what the Doloneia suggests: here, Odysseus and Diomedes approach Dolon stealthily from behind, 
pretending to be fellow Trojans, until they reach a fatal proximity.  
256 Cf. Bond (1996) 260, Fries (2014) ad Rhes. 780-788. 
257 Cf. Rhes. 498-509, 707-721. 
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(ii) Pentheus in Bacchae 
 
The most prominent case of detrimental down-dressing in extant tragedy is, no doubt, Pen-
theus’ cross-dressing in Euripides’ Bacchae. Like Dolon’s cross-species disguise, it vividly re-
calls the degrading force of comedy’s down-dressing scenes. As we will see, here as well, the 
hierarchically down-grading attire that a character deliberately assumes proves far more detri-
mental than he had bargained for – culminating, in the present instance, in his own brutal de-
struction. As Dionysus observes, by putting on the dress of a woman and maenad, the king 
enters the garb ὅνπερ εἰς Ἅιδου λαβὼν | ἄπεισι (Bacch. 857-858). At the same time, however, 
Pentheus’ disguise is significantly different. Unlike the dramatic instances discussed so far, it 
draws a prominent connection between the transformative and volatile effects of dress and the 
irrefutable manifestation of divine power. From the prologue of the play, we are made acutely 
aware that all tragic acts to follow serve a single purpose, the recognition of Dionysus’ divinity 
by the Thebans and Pentheus in particular. In the god’s words, αὐτῶι θεὸς γεγὼς ἐνδείξομαι | 
πᾶσίν τε Θηβαίοισιν (Bacch. 47-48). One of the core tools in this endeavour is enforced dress-
ing. Thus, if we turn to the prologue yet again, Dionysus describes how he compelled the The-
ban women to wear his ritual attire – σκευήν τ’ ἔχειν ἠνάγκασ’ ὀργίων ἐμῶν (Bacch. 34).258 
Indeed, in the god’s account, it was by clothing them in fawnskins and placing a thyrsus in their 
hands, νεβρίδ’ ἐξάψας χροὸς | θύρσον τε δοὺς ἐς χεῖρα (Bacch. 24-25), that he drove them from 
their houses in maenadic frenzy and into the mountainous wilderness (Bacch. 32-33). In other 
words, it is, not least of all, by means of dress that Dionysus exerts ritual control in Bacchae.259 
Pentheus’ disguise plays a central and complex role in this process. Unlike the Theban women’s 
dress, his maenadic disguise is not a mere reflex of Dionysus’ divine power, but it is also a 
consequence of his own fundamentally misguided understanding of dress, and Dionysiac dress 
more specifically. Pentheus assumes the attire that will be his downfall voluntarily – and utterly 
oblivious to its devastating force. 
This obliviousness is firmly rooted in Pentheus’ treatment even of Bacchic dress as nothing 
but a matter of external projection and perception. Thus, as he encounters the god’s livery in 
others, he treats it with ridicule and contempt, as the pretentious outward marker of a practice 
that celebrates foolishness and promiscuity under the πρόφασις of worship (Bacch. 224).260 
 
258 On the role of divine compulsion in the Dionysiac mysteries, see Seaford (1996) ad Bacch. 469. 
259 Cf. Mueller (2016b) 61. The god’s command over dress-transformation is not an innovation of Bacchae. While 
transformations, especially magical metamorphoses, are a familiar prerogative of ancient divinities (cf. Buxton 
(2010)), Dionysus appears to have held a special relationship to dress as a transformative medium. This is sug-
gested, for instance, by his cult practice (see note 68) and the costume play of Frogs, where Dionysus’ failure to 
maintain his customary control over dress and transformation offers a key source of humour (see 1.3.2 (i)). 
260 Cf. Foley (1980) 112: ‘he rejects the god by rejecting the visual and aural signs of his worship’. 
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Pentheus’ very first appearance on stage – perhaps not incidentally, a chance encounter with 
Cadmus and Teiresias in Dionysiac dress – is an instructive case in point. As he observes the 
old men’s Bacchic performance, he reproaches their ridiculous and inappropriate sight (Bacch. 
249-250: ὁρῶ … πολὺν γέλων)261 and proclaims the superficial character of the accoutrements 
involved. Just as he takes Cadmus as simply ‘playing the Bacchant’262 wand in hand (Bacch. 
251: νάρθηκι βακχεύοντ᾽), Pentheus assumes that the props of this play, ivy and thyrsus, may 
be taken off at will (Bacch. 253-254). And, indeed, we may wonder to what extent it is expedi-
ency, rather than true worship, that motivates the old Theban king: his pragmatic advice that, 
even if the god Dionysus should not exist, they had better pretend he does (Bacch. 334-335: 
καταψεύδου καλῶς | ὡς ἔστι) – and have a god in the family – certainly suggests as much. At 
the same time, however, Pentheus deduces all too quickly from the potential hypocrisy of the 
wearer the profanity of the ritual costume he wears. This misreading of Bacchic dress culmi-
nates little later, in Bacch. 493 and 495, as Pentheus intends to strip even Dionysus himself of 
his sacred attire – as if it were nothing but a cherished outer layer to be taken off at Pentheus’ 
behest. 
As we proceed to the play’s persuasion scene in Bacch. 810-846, a related sentiment pre-
vails: here, it is the outward perception of dress that Pentheus is primarily concerned with. 
When Dionysus suggests, in response to Pentheus’ call for arms (Bacch. 784-785, 809), that he 
spy on the maenads instead, hidden by a maenad’s dress (Bacch. 821, 823), Pentheus is morti-
fied, first and foremost, at the apparent femininity of the guise. He fears to ‘enter public register’ 
as a woman (Bacch. 822: ἐς γυναῖκας ἐξ ἀνδρὸς τελῶ;),263 feels shame, αἰδώς, at being seen in 
female dress (Bacch. 828: τίνα στολήν; ἦ θῆλυν; ἀλλ’ αἰδώς μ’ ἔχει) and is worried about how 
he might avoid his fellow citizens’ gaze: καὶ πῶς δι’ ἄστεως εἶμι Καδμείους λαθών; (Bacch. 
840). In other words, his focus lies, once again, on the superficial, signifying qualities of dress 
– on how one might appear and be seen. Not incidentally, Pentheus himself refers to the dress 
Dionysus suggests as a σχῆμα (Bacch. 832), a term that described in fifth-century Athenian 
society, in Simon Goldhill’s words, an individual’s ‘physical appearance presented to the gaze 
of the citizens’.264 Only as Dionysus affirms both the strategic necessity of the feminine disguise 
(Bacch. 823)265 and that he will guide Pentheus through the city unnoticed (Bacch. 841: ὁδοὺς 
 
261 Cf. Bacch. 251-252: ἀναίνομαι, πάτερ, | τὸ γῆρας ὑμῶν εἰσορῶν νοῦν οὐκ ἔχον. Note the doubling of verbs of 
visual perception in Bacch. 249, 252: ὁρῶ, εἰσορῶν. 
262 See Kovacs (2002a) 32. 
263 See Dodds (21960) ad loc.: ‘τελεῖν is (1) to pay taxes (τέλη), then (2) to be classified for taxation, then (3) to 
be classified (generally)’. Segal’s ‘Will I then pass from man to woman?’ (Segal (21997) 198) or Kovacs’ ‘Shall I 
become a woman instead of a man?’ (Kovacs (2002a) 91) overstress the transformativity the Greek implies. 
264 Goldhill (1999) 4.    
265 Pentheus follows Dionysus’ framing of the disguise as a necessary stratagem in a language of ‘military recon-
naissance’: ὀρθῶς· μολεῖν χρὴ πρῶτον ἐς κατασκοπήν (Bacch. 838). Cf. Dodds (21960) ad loc. 
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ἐρήμους ἴμεν) does the king begin to be persuaded. Pentheus caps their exchange with a final 
gesture of doubt and a last, vivid expression of his superficial understanding of dress: ἢ γὰρ 
ὅπλ’ ἔχων πορεύσομαι | ἢ τοῖσι σοῖσι πείσομαι βουλεύμασιν (Bacch. 845-846). As the marked 
parallelism (ἤ…ἤ) of armour and maenadic dress underlines, Pentheus regards them as merely 
two alternative modes of attire. As such, he fails to appreciate the crucially different signifi-
cance of each: he underestimates both the unique appropriateness of armour to his royal male 
identity as well as the devastatingly transformative potential of Dionysiac dress.  
  This potential, however, is apparent just beneath the surface of the persuasion scene. After 
all, Pentheus’ impending disguise is, of course, not just a woman’s characteristic attire, but a 
maenad’s. The locks, robe, headdress, fawnskin and thyrsus he is to wear are precisely what 
Dionysus calls the σκευὴν ὀργίων ἐμῶν in Bacch. 34, the characteristic trappings of his rites. 
As the prologue so clearly demonstrates, these very trappings are not only markers, but makers 
of the Dionysiac worshipper: they incite maenadic frenzy and make the god’s domination man-
ifest. Thus, in the present scene, they ominously suggest a more substantial transformation for 
Pentheus as well, turning him into one of the maenads he seeks to conquer. The transformative 
colouring of Pentheus’ maenadic dress is further intensified if we read the king’s cross-dressing, 
with Richard Seaford, as reflective of real-life ritual transvestism.266 As indicated in the intro-
duction of this chapter (1.1.1), such rites allowed the wearer to both project and temporarily 
experience a different identity. While Pentheus’ disguise thus implies a significant ritual change 
in the disguising individual, it also hints at an important shift of agency: the eager κατάσκοπος 
(Bacch. 838) and θεατής (Bacch. 829) of ritual performance unwittingly turns into the costumed 
performer being watched. Indeed, if we understand θεατής, as Charles Segal does, as more 
specifically referring to a dramatic spectator,267 we might see Pentheus transposed, by dress, 
from spectator to actor, and thus facing the potentially fundamental transmutation associated 
with theatrical impersonation in ancient Greek thought.268  
The ominous allusions of the persuasion scene give way to bitter reality as Pentheus reap-
pears on stage disguised and utterly changed. Not only does he look different – as Dionysus 
confirms in Bacch. 927, Pentheus is the very image of his female relatives – but he looks upon 
the world with different eyes: καὶ μὴν ὁρᾶν μοι δύο μὲν ἡλίους δοκῶ, | δισσὰς δὲ Θήβας καὶ 
πόλισμ’ ἑπτάστομον· | καὶ ταῦρος ἡμῖν πρόσθεν ἡγεῖσθαι δοκεῖς | καὶ σῶι κέρατα κρατὶ 
προσπεφυκέναι (Bacch. 918-921). Dressed in Dionysus’ livery, Pentheus has adopted a 
 
266 Seaford (2006) 53. Cf. Segal (21997) 169f. 
267 Segal (21997) 225.  
268 See 1.1.1. Note the occurrences of σκευή in Bacch. 34 and 915 – a term with theatrical connotations, which 
also appears in the transformative dress changes of Frogs and Rhesus (1.2.2 (ii), 1.4.1 (i)). 
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divinely inspired vision,269 and yet he fails to see clearly the danger the god himself poses. As 
Helene Foley observes, ‘he has a vision of divinity unavailable to him before, but it brings no 
insight’.270 Quite on the contrary, Pentheus trusts Dionysus completely, and fully submits to his 
care – as he says in Bacch. 934: ἰδού, σὺ κόσμει· σοὶ γὰρ ἀνακείμεσθα δή. Here, we find the 
culmination of a gradual shift in agency that accompanied Pentheus’ disguise from Dionysus’ 
first suggestion of a change of dress: while Pentheus showed himself the authoritative issuer of 
(dressing) orders earlier in the play,271 he gradually proceeded first to the target of Dionysus’ 
dressing instructions in Bacch. 821 (στεῖλαι), then to the object of Dionysus’ imaginary dress-
ing in Bacch. 827 (ἐγὼ στελῶ) and finally, in the present instance, to the eager recipient of any 
dress adjustment the god might visit upon him. As Charles Segal observes, ‘[t]he threatening, 
vociferous, fear-inspiring king … suddenly becomes pliant, confused, vulnerable’.272 He who 
could not bear the shame of female dress just before, has by now fully assumed a passive, 
feminine submissiveness and thus exceeded by far the embarrassment a mere feminine appear-
ance could have created: Pentheus has become the womanish creature he feared to be seen as.  
One last time, Pentheus will demonstrate his utter misunderstanding and enforced submis-
sion to the power of Dionysiac dressing – as he desperately, and to no avail, tries to remove it. 
As we learn from a messenger’s account, Pentheus’ attempt to spy on the maenads in disguise 
goes badly wrong: alerted by Dionysus to his presence, the Theban bacchants immediately turn 
to attack him, led by Agave, Pentheus’ mother (Bacch.1114). Painfully brought to his senses, 
Pentheus reacts in Bacch. 1115-1117 by wrenching off a part of his dress to make his mother 
recognize his true image beneath and his identity as her son: ὁ δὲ μίτραν κόμης ἄπο | ἔρριψεν, 
ὥς νιν γνωρίσασα μὴ κτάνοι | τλήμων Ἀγαυή (Bacch. 1115-1117). This act pre-supposes, one 
last time, that Pentheus’ maenadic dress is just a simple disguise, a superficial set of attire, to 
be put on and taken off at Pentheus’ will. However, if the earlier dressing scenes of the play 
have taught us anything, this is precisely not the case. Once put on, Pentheus’ maenadic dress 
and the transformation it entails are completely at the god’s discretion and out of Pentheus’ 
hands. There is no ‘return to reality’.273 Struck with Bacchic mania,274 Agave fails to recognize 
her son, with or without the headdress (Bacch. 1122-1124). Indeed, she soon reduces Pentheus’ 
state even further, turning him into the beast of the maenadic sparagmos, ultimately ‘dismem-
bered and reduced to bits and pieces’.275 Tellingly, even this final destruction is linked back, 
 
269 Dodds (21960) ad Bacch. 912-976, Seaford (1996) ad Bacch. 918/9. 
270 Foley (1980) 123. 
271 Note Pentheus’ ridiculing of maenadic dress in Bacch. 250-251, his instructions for its removal in Bacch. 253-
254, 493 and 495 and his refusal to wear it in Bacch. 343-344.  
272 Segal (21997) 168. 
273 Segal (21997) 228. 
274 See, for instance, Bacch. 1122-1124, 1165-1167, 1230-1232, 1268-1270. 
275 Cawthorn (2008) 18. 
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once again, to Pentheus’ maenadic attire. Thus, in Bacch. 1156, the chorus speaks of the calam-
ity of Pentheus, who donned a woman’s dress, θηλυγενῆ | στολάν, and the Bacchic wand, the 
beautiful thyrsus, as a bitter death to himself: πικρὸν Ἅιδα ἔλαβεν εὔθυρσον. Here, perhaps 
most notably, Bacchae becomes apparent as not only a drama of the futility of human resistance 
to divine power, but also a drama of doomed and terribly misconceived processes of dressing: 
Pentheus’ disguise – far from the external stratagem it was intended to be – proves all-too fun-
damentally transformative. 
 
1.4.2 The down-dressing divinity: Dionysus in Bacchae  
 
Pentheus’ devastating downward disguise is preceded by another set of hierarchical trans-
formations in Euripides’ Bacchae: Dionysus’ down-dressings from divinity to androgynous 
mortal stranger and, ultimately, a plethora of bestial manifestations. Thus, just like Rhesus and 
Pentheus above, Dionysus transcends, in downward direction, significant hierarchical bounda-
ries – yet, deity that he is, he does so from a higher starting point. As we will see, Dionysus’ 
divinity crucially affects the ultimate socio-hierarchical implications of his down-dressing 
transformations. Before proceeding to this assessment, however, we need to address a crux in 
Dionysus’ initial transformation from god to man that goes to the very heart of the process of 
re-dressing that this chapter pre-supposes: if socio-hierarchical re-dressing, as defined in the 
introduction of this chapter, requires a change of appearance that indicates a change of hierar-
chical identity, the present transformation requires the idea of a characteristically divine ap-
pearance exchanged for a distinct and characteristically mortal one. And indeed, as Dionysus 
himself states in the tragedy’s prologue, he is present at Thebes, μορφὴν δ’ ἀμείψας ἐκ θεοῦ 
βροτησίαν (Bacchae 4). He reiterates the thought a few lines later: εἶδος θνητὸν ἀλλάξας ἔχω | 
μορφήν τ’ ἐμὴν μετέβαλον εἰς ἀνδρὸς φύσιν (Bacch. 53-54).276 The god’s words not only pre-
sent us with another key example of the temporary and external quality of φύσις in Greek trag-
edy,277 but also indicate an intriguing difference between Dionysus’ divine and mortal shapes: 
we are openly presented primarily with the latter. We know of Dionysus’ appearance as a 
θηλύμορφος ξένος (Bacch. 353) and his dress, at least to the extent of his flowing blond locks, 
thyrsus and pale/wine-coloured skin, from Pentheus’ (and the other Thebans’) accounts.278 
 
276 Dodds (21960) ad Bacch. 53-54 argues that the repetitiveness of Bacch. 4, 54 is necessary for ‘making it quite 
clear to the audience that the speaker, whom they accept as god, will be accepted as a man by the people on stage’. 
277 Note, in particular, the parallelism between μορφήν and φύσιν in Bacch. 54, which contradicts a reading of 
φύσις as ‘essence’ or ‘internal nature’. For further discussion of φύσις and relevant text passages, see page 33 (Ar. 
Av. 117) and page 48 with note 226 (Ar. Thesm. 167).  
278 Bacch. 233-236, 353, 438, 453-459, 493, 495. A deliberate part of his grooming (Bacch. 457: λευκὴν δὲ χροιὰν 
ἐκ παρασκευῆς ἔχεις), Dionysus’ skin functions as dress in the broad sense of the term introduced in note 42. See 
my discussion of the women’s self-tanning in Ecclesiazusae (1.2.2 (iii)). 
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Dionysus’ divine μορφή, by contrast, is far more obscure. Μορφήν ἐμὴν μετέβαλον, he states 
in Bacch. 54 – but what is the shape the god changes from? 
This question hints at the broader issue of divine appearance in the Greek imagination. In 
Henk Versnel’s words, ‘[w]hat did ancient man see when he saw a god?’ With the notable 
exception of philosophical thinkers like Xenophanes, Empedocles, Plato or Aristotle, ‘the main-
stream of mythico-religious thought’ in ancient Greece appears to have imagined divinities as 
primarily anthropomorphic (at least in the sense of a ‘representational “home base”’) and yet 
exceeding human appearance in their radiant beauty, size and splendour.279 Gods appear (to 
mortals) like mortals in shape, but conspicuously more-than-human at the same time. Glimpsed 
by the ‘observant man’ of high standing, this awesomeness may betray a god’s divinity (even 
beneath a crafty disguise) in the Homeric epics.280 Regarded in full frontality, however, it sig-
nals the divine presence in dangerous immediacy: as Semele’s deadly encounter with Zeus’ 
thunderbolt so vividly illustrates, gods in their true shape are an unbearable sight for the mortal 
onlooker.281 In Homer, and especially the Homeric Hymns, this awesomeness of divinity has a 
notably indistinct quality.282 Thus, in the Homeric Hymn to Dionysus, the helmsman openly 
wonders what god, τίνα θεόν, they are trying to catch:283 ἢ γὰρ Ζεὺς ὅδε γ’ ἐστὶν ἢ ἀργυρότοξος 
Ἀπόλλων | ἠὲ Ποσειδάων · ἐπεὶ οὐ θνητοῖσι βροτοῖσιν | εἴκελος, ἀλλὰ θεοῖς οἳ Ὀλύμπια δώματ’ 
ἔχουσιν. (Hymn. Hom. Bacch. 17-21). In other words, mortals may know divinity by sight – οὐ 
θνητοῖσι βροτοῖσιν | εἴκελος, ἀλλὰ θεοῖς – but they rarely recognize specific divine identities. 
Indeed, it appears to be an essential part of ancient belief that the appearance of the gods 
cannot be conclusively pinned down and straightforwardly recognized.284 To quote Odysseus 
as he describes the difficulty of recognizing Athena, ἀργαλέον σε, θεά, γνῶναι βροτῷ 
ἀντιάσαντι | καὶ μάλ’ ἐπισταμένῳ· σὲ γὰρ αὐτὴν παντὶ ἐΐσκεις (Od. 13.312-313). And yet, there 
are ancient media of artistic representation that encourage, in fact make necessary, a visual 
disambiguation of the divine. As Verity Platt observes, divine statues and artistic images of the 
 
279 Buxton (2009) 190. Examples include Dionysus’ appearance as a radiant youth in Hymn. Hom. Bacch. 1-5, 19-
21 and the tall and beautiful human shapes assumed by Athena in Od. 13.288-289 and Aphrodite and Demeter in 
Hymn. Hom. Ven. 171-175 and Hymn. Hom. Dem. 275-280 as they re-enter their divine appearances. Cf. Versnel 
(1987) 43, Platt (2011) 64f.  
280 Rose (1956) 71. Cf. Petridou (2015) 41, Il. 13.72: ἀρίγνωτοι δὲ θεοί περ (Ajax), contra: Od. 13.312-313. 
281 Cf. Rose (1956) 66, Bassi (1998) 123 n. 55, Buxton (2009) 158f., Il. 20.131: χαλεποὶ δὲ θεοὶ φαίνεσθαι ἐναργεῖς. 
For textual examples, see Buxton (2009) 164-168, Petridou (2015) 14 n. 59. Heroes who are closely acquainted 
with, or related to, a certain divinity provide notable exceptions (Achilles and Thetis: Il. 18.79, 24.120-122, Dio-
medes and Athena: Il. 5.127-128, Aeneas and Apollo: Il. 17.333-334). 
282 Thus, Telemachus observes about Odysseus, ‘surely, you are some god’ (Od. 16.183: τις θεός), and, in Il. 
17.338 (τίς … θεῶν), ‘Aineias recognized that he was confronted by a god, but his own words make it clear (338) 
that he did not know which god’ (Rose (1956) 69 n. 26). The astonishment generally accompanying mortal-divine 
encounters underlines this obscure impressiveness of divine presence (Buxton (2009) 164). 
283 Cf. Platt (2011) 67. 
284 Cf. Platt (2011) 70, Platt (2016) 165. The unknowability of divine appearance attests to the ancient ‘notion of 
the ultimate unknowability of the transcendental’ (Sourvinou-Inwood (1997) 185).  
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gods ‘brought divine form before the eyes of the viewer with an enargeia comparable to the 
vivid anthropomorphism of the Homeric poems, ascribing a corporeal specificity to each deity 
that was expressed in every aspect of his or her body’.285 Practically speaking, the material 
depiction of a god has to settle down (at least to a certain extent) on one mode of representation. 
Furthermore, it may well have a vested interest in making its subject matter recognizable as a 
specific divinity to its onlookers, by displaying individual, tell-tale attributes that constitute, 
perpetuate and facilitate a deity’s identifiably iconography. When creating an image of Athena 
to be recognized as an image of Athena, it makes sense to equip it with the traditional signs of 
aegis and armour. As such, however, the artistic representation of the divine is prone to constant 
ambiguity: between the claim to manifestly represent, even be, the god in question and the 
proof, by its very concreteness and man-made materiality, that any human rendering of the 
divine is only ever partially accurate.286  
A related ambiguity prevails in fifth-century drama, and in Euripides’ Bacchae in particu-
lar. As with the divine images just mentioned, divinities did physically appear as characters on 
stage. Indeed, the material impersonations of the divine at the Great Dionysia were only one 
instance in a rich contemporary spectrum of sacred drama that saw worshippers visually assume 
a god’s identity.287 In performance, divine characters must have appeared, by necessity, in a 
more concrete, non-polymorphic fashion. It is highly likely, furthermore, that individual dra-
matic gods, just like their counterparts in contemporary non-dramatic art, would have displayed 
a recognizable iconography. This would not only accord with the emphasis placed on the dis-
ambiguating, semiotic force of the dramatic costume in recent Classical research,288 but could 
also respond to a very practical problem: how else would the audience know the identity of a 
divine character, given the often extensive delays between a divinity’s first entrance on stage 
and their first named mention, especially in comedy?289 Indeed, it is precisely in the appearance 
scenes of dramatic gods that we find a selection of references to recognizable and well-known 
 
285 Platt (2011) 83. Cf. Petridou (2015) 32. 
286 Platt describes this ambiguity as a discrepancy between ‘cognitive reliability’, rooted in the images’ claim to 
capture the gods’ ‘real appearance’, and ‘cognitive dissonance’, rooted in their dependence on humans’ τέχνη and 
their necessarily limited knowledge of the divine (Platt (2011) 82f.). 
287 On the ‘enacted epiphanies’ of contemporary cult performances and their connection to Dionysiac theatre, see 
Sourvinou-Inwood (2003) 459-511, Petridou (2015) 43-49. 
288 See Wyles (2011) 47-60, 61-71, Compton-Engle (2015) 13.  
289 See Pax 365, 382, 385, 416 (Hermes), Av. 1504 (Prometheus), 1574, 1581 (Heracles, three gods), 1638 (Posei-
don), 1202, 1204 (Iris), Ran. 22 (Dionysus), Plut. 1122 (Hermes). On gods in comedy, see Miles (2011). In trag-
edy, the delay is shorter and, in deus-ex-machina scenes, virtually absent. Here, divine characters are promptly 
identified by themselves or others: Aesch. Eum. 198, 574 (Apollo), 415 (Athena), PV 3 (Hephaistos), PV 491 
(Hermes), Eur. Hel. 1643-1644 (Dioscuri), Ion 4 (Hermes), 1556 (Athena), Her. 822-824 (Lyssa, Iris), Tro. 2, 52 
(Poseidon, Athena), El. 1238-1240 (Dioscuri), Or. 1626 (Apollo), Hipp. 1283-1285 (Artemis), IT 1436 (Athena), 
Supp. 1183 (Athena), Andr. 1232 (Thetis), Alc. 2-4, 30 (Apollo), Rhes. 608 (Athena), 646 (Athena as Aphrodite). 
Naturally, these considerations do not allow definitive conclusions: the comic delay may well have served to keep 
the audience guessing about a visually unmarked character identity. On ‘gods on stage’, see also Easterling (1993). 
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divine attributes. Thus, in Aeschylus’ Eumenides, Apollo threatens to make use of his golden 
bow and Athena is said to have arrived in Athens by flapping her aegis (Eum. 181-182, 404). 
Most tangible, however, is the iconographic force of Apollo’s bow in Euripides’ Alcestis. Here, 
an ostensibly peace-loving Apollo finds himself rebuked by Death for carrying a weapon: τί 
δῆτα τόξων ἔργον, εἰ δίκην ἔχεις; (Alc. 39). In his defence (and steeped in meta-theatrical irony), 
Apollo points out that the bow is simply an accessory he usually carries – σύνηθες ἀεὶ ταῦτα 
βαστάζειν ἐμοί (Alc. 40).  
Such explicit references to ‘permanent’ divine accessories are rare in extant drama. To my 
knowledge, they only appear in the above passages of Aeschylus’ Eumenides and Euripides’ 
Alcestis as well as in Euripides’ Ion and Aristophanes’ Frogs.290 Of course, this does not refute 
their widespread use or visibility – the very familiarity of the iconography could have made 
mention obsolete – but it indicates that very little verbal attention was drawn to the visible 
recognizability of the gods in ancient Greek drama. This is an important observation. While it 
may, tentatively, suggest a wider dramatic questioning of the straightforward visibility of the 
divine, it points us to a significant emphasis in Euripidean theology, in particular, on the visu-
ally obscure and polymorphous nature of the gods.291 Thus, in the deus-ex-machina scenes of 
Euripides’ Electra, Heracles, Ion and Andromache, characters are explicitly in doubt about the 
divinities they are faced with: τίνος αἰσθάνομαι | θείου (Andr. 1226-1227). In Electra, this un-
certainty is paired with the amazement that gods show themselves so openly to mortals at all 
(El. 1236-1237) and, in Ion, with the apprehensive exhortation not to look upon the gods’ ap-
pearance (Ion 1551-1552).292 In the final lines of a whole of four Euripidean tragedies, in turn, 
we find a reference to the πολλαὶ μορφαὶ τῶν δαιμονίων, ‘the manifold shapes of the divine’ 
(Bacch. 1388, Alc. 1159, Andr. 1284, Hel. 1688).293 And, finally, as Dionysus is explicitly asked 
about the god’s shape in Bacchae, he proclaims that he looked however he wished, ὁποῖος ἤθελ᾽ 
(Bacch. 478). As Euripides’ tragedy thus underlines, the gods may have held material shapes 
on stage, they may even have followed a recognizable iconography, but their dramatic 
 
290 See Dionysus’ krokotos and kothornoi and Heracles’ club and lion skin in Ran. 46-47, and Athena’s aegis in 
Ion 1580. 
291 As Sourvinou-Inwood (2003) 459 notes, the visual obscurity of Euripidean deities matches the stark mortal-
divine distance of Euripides’ tragedies. The Sophoclean prominence of gods’ voices (rather than appearances) 
suggests a similar obscurity: see OC 1625-1629 (Apollo), Aj. 14-17 (Athena). Only Sophocles’ Heracles, semi-
god and hero, becomes explicitly audible and visible (Phil. 1409-1417).  
292 Cf. Her. 817. 
293 Given its occurrence in the identical ‘tail-pieces’ of four Euripidean tragedies (Alc. 1159-1163, Andr. 1284-
1288, Hel. 1688-1692, Bacch. 1388-1392; the closely related Med. 1415-1419 omits πολλαὶ μορφαὶ τῶν 
δαιμονίων) and generic quality, this line is bracketed in many editions, including Diggle (1994), as a later inter-
polation. For sceptical readings, see Barrett (1964) ad Hipp. 1462-1466, Seaford (1996) ad Bacch. 1388-1392; for 
more nuanced approaches, Dodds (21960) ad Bacch. 1388-1392, Mastronarde (2002) ad Med. 1415-1419, Parker 
(2007a) ad Alc. 1159-1163. Kovacs (1987) 268f. and Roberts (1987) 63f. compellingly argue against the dismissal 
of the plays’ codas (solely) on the basis of their repetition and universalizing tone. As my discussion suggests, a 
final reference to the πολλαὶ μορφαὶ τῶν δαιμονίων is highly appropriate to Bacchae. 
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appearances are, at best, one instantiation of their true shape. Their vision remains elusive even 
as it manifests itself in the theatre.  
The (non-)portrayal of Dionysus’ divine appearance in Euripides’ Bacchae takes a privi-
leged position in this broader pattern. As I observed at the beginning of this section, all we 
initially learn about Dionysus’ immortal shape is the god’s explicit emphasis on its absence: 
μορφήν ἐμὴν μετέβαλον (Bacch. 54). And yet, as the play progresses, we gain a clearer picture: 
in the chorus’ descriptions of their divinity, the god is portrayed as wearing a fawnskin (Bacch. 
137-138), one of the tell-tale trappings of his rites (Bacch. 34: σκευὴν … ὀργίων ἐμῶν), and as 
throwing his luxuriant curls toward heaven, τρυφερόν <τε> πλόκαμον εἰς αἰθέρα ῥίπτων 
(Bacch. 150). Both features not only closely correspond to Dionysus’ iconography in contem-
porary art and ritual,294 but recall, in particular, the flowing πλόκαμος characteristically dis-
played by the disguised Pentheus as well as the θηλύμορφος ξένος (Bacch. 353) himself.295 
This visual correspondence underlines, on the one hand, one of the ironies of the play: Pentheus 
fails to recognize the god even as he appears in front of him in his most traditional iconography. 
On the other hand, it attests to the innate uncertainty of seeing the divine, and Dionysus more 
specifically. While all divinities, as we have seen above, shared a certain visual opaqueness in 
the Greek imagination, this elusiveness was considered a characteristic trait of Dionysus: an 
epiphanic deity par excellence, Dionysus was nonetheless closely associated with shape-shift-
ing, visual deception and misrecognition and, tellingly for our present concerns, Dionysus’ ap-
pearance is often imagined as utterly indistinguishable from his worshippers.296 So what is it 
we actually see as we look upon the androgynous anthropomorphic stranger in Bacchae? Do 
we see the god, who has not changed his shape after all? Or do we see the god in mortal guise, 
a guise that resembles his own true shape – or at any rate, the shape he presents to mortal eyes? 
Or do we see a mortal character in ritual imitation of the divine, enacting Dionysus as was the 
custom in contemporary sacred drama offstage? Or do we in fact see, in meta-theatrical aware-
ness, a mortal tragic actor in Dionysiac costume, a costume that clearly draws on the god’s 
traditional iconography?  
In a sense, we do all of the above at once: the polymorphous god shows himself in the 
androgynous mortal manifestation literally visible on stage and yet his epiphanic potential is 
far wider and more varied than that. Unlike a mortal, the god transcends the limitations of a 
singular shape and appearance and retains full control over his visual manifestations at the same 
 
294 See Carpenter (1997) 185, Segal (21997) 158f.  
295 Bacch. 494, cf. 235, 493, 928. 
296 Mueller (2016b) 57. Cf. Henrichs (1993) 20: ‘[i]n actual cult, the ritual affinity between Dionysus and members 
of his thiasos is so close that the god bears the same name as his worshippers: they are bakkhai or bakkhoi, while 
he is bakkhos par excellence, both an ideal participant in and divine recipient of the Bacchic ritual’. 
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time: he may be present without being seen and recognized (Bacch. 502), he may be visible 
without being materially present (Bacch. 616-617, 630-631), and above all, to return to my 
earlier quote, he may assume any shape he desires: [ἦν/ἐφάνη] ὁποῖος ἤθελ᾽ (Bacch. 478). The 
visual variability at the god’s command extends to the theriomorphic appearances of Dionysus 
that we encounter throughout the play, from bull to lion to serpent (Bacch. 436-437, 618-619, 
920-22, 1017-1023, 1159). To return to the terminology of the present chapter, Dionysus moves 
and dresses across a remarkable hierarchical gradient: he transcends at ease the boundaries that 
separate god from mortal from animal and man from woman. In contrast to Dolon or Pentheus 
above, however, this ostensible downward transition does not diminish Dionysus’ true status – 
if anything, it serves to make his divine identity all the more apparent: thus, Dionysus may 
promise at the tragedy’s beginning θεὸς γεγὼς ἐνδείξομαι (Bacch. 47), and state at its very 
ending, ταῦτ᾽ οὐχὶ θνητοῦ πατρὸς ἐκγεγὼς λέγω | Διόνυσος ἀλλὰ Ζηνός (1340-1341). In the 
words of Richard Buxton, ‘metamorphosis does not diminish divine power but enhances it’.297 
This divine distinction is due precisely to the fact that gods – and shape-shifting gods like Dio-
nysus all the more apparently so298 – may manifest in all shapes they take in equal measure. In 
other words, as Dionysus transforms from one appearance to the next, he does not, strictly 
speaking, disguise himself into different identities at all, but merely activates different aspects 
of a polymorphism inherently tied to his divinity. 
 
1.4.3 Strategic down-dressing 
 
As I hope to have shown, Dionysus’ transformations in Bacchae present us with a special 
set of downward re-dressings: his divinity and, more specifically, his privileged relationship to 
epiphany allow him to take on the guise of those hierarchically inferior to him without suffering 
the lasting degradation that we could observe in the tragic examples of Pentheus and Dolon or 
the down-dressing individuals of Aristophanic comedy above. Yet, for all its difference, Dio-
nysus’ down-dressing does not present us with the only instance of non-detrimental disguise in 
extant tragedy. In fact, this pattern is the most common paradigm of re-dressing in extant trag-
edy: virtually all tragic characters who engage in down-dressing, aside from Pentheus and Do-
lon, emerge unscathed. As we will see, Telephus’ beggarly rags, Menelaus’ guise as a ship-
wrecked sailor and Orestes’ down-dressing as a Phocian stranger all serve as strategic outer 
layers that not only lack detrimental effect, but often significantly contribute to their wearers’ 
 
297 Buxton (2010) 86. 
298 While Dionysus is particularly ‘kaleidoscopic’ (Buxton (2009) 50f.), also Zeus and Athena are prominent 
shape-shifters: see Il. 4.86-87, Od. 1.104-105, on Athena’s mortal disguises and Aesch. Supp. 300-301, Nonnus, 
Dion. 7.318-349, on Zeus’ bestial metamorphoses.  
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socio-hierarchical (re-)elevation. And yet, mortal as they are, the tragic characters involved 
could hardly avail themselves of the same metamorphic ease that characterizes Dionysus. So, 
how may we explain the non-degrading quality of their re-dressing? Or, put differently, what 
sets them apart from the devastatingly transformative disguises of Pentheus and Dolon above? 
While they all benefit, no doubt, from the absence of a divine punitive intervention, such as 
Dionysus’ involvement in Pentheus’ disguise, they furthermore share a hierarchical bounded-
ness absent from the earlier instances. Unlike Pentheus and Dolon, who dress across boundaries 
of gender or even species, Telephus, Orestes and Menelaus re-dress within a comparatively 
narrow male socio-hierarchical sphere. They are male characters who temporarily adopt the 
guise of another male, lower in station to be sure, but not far enough removed, I propose, that 
a degradation of the disguising individual becomes inevitable.  
 
(i) Telephus in Telephus 
 
The strategic beggarly re-dressing of Euripides’ Telephus provides us with a first paradig-
matic instance – so paradigmatic indeed that it underpins not only Dicaeopolis’ down-dressing 
in Aristophanes’ Acharnians (if, as I argued above, with slightly more detrimental effects; see 
1.3.1), but also later tragic treatments of the Telephus myth, where rags and disguise ‘became 
obligatory’.299 From what may be reconstructed of the tragedy’s beginning, Telephus appears 
to have identified himself as a Mysian king of Greek royal origin and yet appeared in beggarly 
costume, πτώχ᾽ ἀμφίβλητα σώματος λαβὼν ῥάκη (fr. 697). The superficial character of the rags 
‘thrown about’, ἀμφίβλητα, Telephus’ body is intensified in fragment 698, famously parodied 
in Ach. 440-441: δεῖ γάρ με δόξαι πτωχὸν <…> | εἶναι μὲν ὅσπερ εἰμί, φαίνεσθαι δὲ μή. And 
indeed, throughout the play, Telephus appears to be able to remain ὅσπερ ἐστίν, that is, to 
maintain, and even prove to others, his nobility. Thus, at the end of the tragedy, he emerges not 
only healed but endowed with a military leadership firmly rooted in his elevated descent.300 As 
has been convincingly argued, the persistence of Telephus’ true nobility beneath his beggarly 
exterior is part of a larger Euripidean concern with the ‘Gegensatz von Schein und Sein’.301 I 
would like to propose that Telephus’ ability to ‘remain who he is’ beneath the disguise is addi-
tionally facilitated by the hierarchical boundedness of his disguise as a πτωχός. Generally de-
noting a ‘beggar’ of slightly opaque socio-hierarchical position, in extant tragedy, this term is 
 
299 Muecke (1982a) 20. On Aristophanes’ parody of Telephus’ disguise, see note 183. Foley (1988) 37 notes that 
Telephus differs from the other heroes in Ach. 414-434 precisely in the strategic use of his rags.  
300 Even the crisis of his discovery contributes to his gradual recognition ‘first merely as Telephus, and finally as 
both Greek and indispensable to the Greek cause’ (Foley (1988) 41).  
301 Rau (1967) 33. Cf. Muecke (1982a) 21, Foley (1988) 42 n. 35, Collard, Cropp and Lee (1995) ad Rhes. 698. 
For this idea, see also Hec. 589-602.  
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associated exclusively with (self-proclaimed) beggarly exiles of noble birth.302 Sophocles’ Oe-
dipus provides a prominent case in point: φυγάς σφιν ἔξω πτωχὸς ἠλώμην ἀεί (OC 444). Tele-
phus’ disguise as a πτωχός thus suggests a hierarchical proximity (even potential continuity) 
between wearer and projected persona impossible for a cross-species or cross-gender re-dress-
ing. It is this proximity, I suggest, that allows the strategic impersonator to remain untainted by 
any true socio-hierarchical degradation. 
Homer’s Odysseus, the most famous false πτωχός in Greek literature, provides the arche-
type of this pattern.303 Even while Odysseus’ fictive biographies re-invent his beggarly dress as 
the result of a social fall and degradation from noble birth,304 his down-dressing disguises fail 
to diminish Odysseus’ own station. Indeed, they appear to provide the one notable exception to 
the general alignment of appearance and being in Homeric epic.305 Accordingly, Christian 
Mann asserts that Odysseus’ disguise as a πτωχός is ‘nur die ephemere Annahme einer sozialen 
Außenseiterrolle’, while his true, heroic identity remains untarnished.306 As the hero’s encoun-
ter with Irus, a ‘real beggar’,307 so vividly demonstrates, this identity is always, quite literally 
present just beneath the ragged costume: Ὀδυσσεὺς | ζώσατο μὲν ῥάκεσιν περὶ μήδεα, φαῖνε δὲ 
μηροὺς | καλούς τε μεγάλους τε, φάνεν δέ οἱ εὐρέες ὦμοι | στήθεά τε στιβαροί τε βραχίονες 
(Od. 18.66-69). ‘[T]emporary and inessential’ as Odysseus’ poverty, old age and beggary are, 
they can be ‘shed at will’.308 Scholars have frequently observed that Odysseus’ beggarly per-
formance provides an important epic precedent for dramatic disguise.309 I would argue, more 
specifically, that Odysseus’ non-detrimental down-dressing serves as an influential paradigm, 
in particular, for tragic re-dressing scenes. 
 
(ii) Menelaus in Helen 
 
The Homeric pattern underpins not only the strategic success of Telephus’ quasi-Odyssean 
beggarly rags, but also Menelaus’ down-dressing performance in Euripides’ Helen. From the 
hero’s tattered entry on stage, in Hel. 408-424, Odyssean echoes are prominent. In C. W. 
 
302 See Aesch. Ag. 1273-1274 (Cassandra), Eur. Med. 514-515 (Medea’s children), Heracl. 318 (Heracles’ chil-
dren), Soph. OT 1505-1506 (Oedipus’ daughters), OC 444 (Oedipus), OC 750-751 (Antigone), OC 1335 (Oedipus 
and his children). On the beggarly fate of Euripides’ Philoctetes, see Ach. 424. See note 174 above, on the wider 
meaning and hierarchical positioning of the πτωχός. 
303 See Od. 4.244-256 (beggarly reconnaissance at Troy), 13.400-23.163 (beggarly guise on Ithaca). 
304 See Od. 14.199-359, esp. 14.341-343, 19.75-80, 19.172-184. 
305 See 1.1.1, 2.1.1. 
306 Mann (2009) 149. 
307 See Rose (1975) 144, on ‘the sharp differentiation between the real beggar Iros, a relatively unsympathetic 
character, and the king merely disguised as a beggar’. 
308 Murnaghan (22011) 5. 
309 See, for instance, Muecke (1982a) 24, Foley (1988) 44 n. 44. 
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Marshall’s words, ‘[s]hipwrecked and washed upon an unknown shore, Menelaus is engaging 
primarily with whatever visual image exists for Odysseus in Odyssey 6’.310 At this point, Men-
elaus truly is in a desolate position. Once lofty king and commander, he has fallen to the state 
of a τάλας ναυαγός (Hel. 408) and πτωχός (Hel. 510-512, 790-792) and the tatters he wears – 
whether they are rags, pieces of sail or foliage311 – signal as much. As he himself observes, οὔτε 
γὰρ σῖτος πάρα | οὔτ’ ἀμφὶ χρῶτ’ ἐσθῆτες· αὐτὰ δ’ εἰκάσαι | πάρεστι ναὸς ἐκβόλοις ἁμπίσχομαι. 
| πέπλους δὲ τοὺς πρὶν λαμπρά τ’ ἀμφιβλήματα | χλιδάς τε πόντος ἥρπασ’ (Hel. 420-424). He 
is received by others in accordance with the shameful state he both holds and projects. Thus, 
Helen immediately fears his savage appearance, ἄγριος δέ τις | μορφὴν ὅδ᾽ ἐστὶν ὃς με θηρᾶται 
λαβεῖν (Hel. 544-545), and comments on his στολὴν ἄμορφον (Hel. 554). Menelaus has not, as 
Frances Muecke maintains, ‘lost his heroic role by virtue of his rag costume’, but his downcast 
attire emblematically reflects the diminished heroic identity already entailed in his present fate 
as a shipwrecked beggar.312 In particular, he cannot be accurately described as ‘arriv[ing] on 
scene from his shipwreck already in disguise’.313 Rather, Menelaus’ rags explicitly become a 
disguise at a later point in the play. As Helen devises the μηχανή (Hel. 813) that Menelaus must 
report his own death pretending to be his own shipwrecked comrade, Menelaus declares his 
rags the props of this performance: καὶ μὴν τάδ’ ἀμφίβληστρα σώματος ῥάκη | ξυμμάρτυρές 
σοι ναυτικῶν ἐρειπίων (Hel. 1079-1080). It is at this point that his tattered dress turns into a 
down-dressing disguise and recalls Odysseus’ story yet again. This time, however, the epic 
precedent is not the hero’s wretched stranding on Scheria, but his crafty beggarly stratagem on 
Ithaca314 – and, I propose, the non-detrimental pattern of down-dressing it involves. Once em-
ployed as a deliberate disguise, Menelaus’ rags initiate a process of heroic self-elevation: hav-
ing marked his degradation before, they will allow him eventually to safely return to his wife, 
home and honoured position.315 In Helen’s words, ἐς καιρὸν ἦλθε, τότε δ’ ἄκαιρ’ ἀπώλλυτο· | 
τὸ δ’ ἄθλιον κεῖν’ εὐτυχὲς τάχ’ ἂν πέσοι (Hel. 1081-1082).  
 
 
310 Marshall (2014) 264. Cf. Muecke (1982a) 24 n. 30, Allen (2008) 27. 
311 Scholarship on Menelaus’ ‘dress’ has drawn on the parody of Thesm. 910 and the coverings (ἰφύων, ἀμφίων, 
ἱστίων, φυκίων) reconstructed from this textually difficult line. See Marshall (2014) 264f., for the different read-
ings proposed. Yet, he rightly notes, ‘whatever happened on the comic stage in 411 need not replicate that from 
the tragic stage the previous year’ (Marshall (2014) 265).  
312 Muecke (1982a) 28. 
313 Muecke (1982a) 27.  
314 Note, in this context, the echoes between τάδ’ ἀμφίβληστρα σώματος ῥάκη (Hel. 1079) and Tel. fr. 697: πτώχ᾽ 
ἀμφίβλητα σώματος λαβὼν ῥάκη. 
315 Accordingly, Theoclymenus’ comments on Menelaus’ miserable appearance (e.g. Hel. 1204: ὡς ἐσθῆτι 
δυσμόρφωι πρέπει) differ from Helen’s or Menelaus’: they no longer simply describe Menelaus’ misery, but affirm 
the effectiveness of his disguise, thus anticipating his re-elevation. Theoclymenus’ promise of new clothes cap-
tures, and contributes to, this imminent change of fortunes: ἀντὶ τῆς ἀχλαινίας | ἐσθῆτα λήψηι σῖτά θ’, ὥστε σ’ ἐς 
πάτραν | ἐλθεῖν, ἐπεὶ νῦν γ’ ἀθλίως <σ’> ἔχονθ’ ὁρῶ (Hel. 1282-1284). Cf. Allen (2008) 34. 
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(iii) Orestes in Libation-Bearers and in Sophocles’ and Euripides’ Electra 
 
Orestes’ disguises as a stranger in Aeschylus’ Libation-Bearers and Sophocles’ and Eurip-
ides’ Electra plays provide us with another, related instance of elevating, rather than degrading, 
down-dressing. This is unsurprising if we note that Orestes’ story, perhaps even more than 
Telephus’ and Menelaus’, follows the Odyssean pattern of nostos, stratagem and recognition.316 
Orestes’ self-veiling disguises prepare his recognition in both an epistemological and a socio-
hierarchical sense. In Aeschylus’ version, the stratagem consists of Orestes’ disguise as the 
messenger of his own death, matching δόλος against δόλος in his revenge against Clytaemestra 
(Cho. 556-557). All we learn about the messenger’s identity from the Aeschylean text is that 
he is a Phocian ξένος and, travelling by foot and carrying his own luggage, most likely of mod-
est standing (Cho. 560-564, 674-676).317 In Sophocles, the report of Orestes’ death is trans-
ferred from Orestes himself to the Pedagogue, who now – by proxy, as it were318 – appears in 
the role of the Phocian stranger and messenger (El. 45), disguised by his old age and long 
absence from Argos (El. 42-43, 1340). Only later do Orestes and Pylades follow in the guise of 
two Phocians bearing Orestes’ urn (El. 1107). In Euripides, finally, Orestes pretends to be 
someone else twice: his own messenger in his encounter with Electra (El. 215-576), a man of 
noble appearance conspicuous in the play’s lowly setting (El. 405: μείζονας ξένους, 550: 
εὐγενεῖς), and an unnamed, well-situated Thessalian athlete bound for the Olympic games.319 
While, socio-hierarchically speaking, the downward trajectory in the Euripidean disguise is 
negligible, and the question of degradation by degrading disguise thus hardly arises,320 the Od-
yssean pattern of non-detrimental down-dressing notably prevails in the Aeschylean and Soph-
oclean versions. Here, the disguise involves the pretence of a lower station, only to forcefully 
re-establish the wearer’s true identity. It is the stratagem needed for Orestes’ re-elevation to his 
rightful place as royal offspring and ruler of Argos. In the chorus’ final words in Sophocles’ 
Electra, ὦ σπέρμ’ Ἀτρέως, ὡς πολλὰ παθὸν | δι’ ἐλευθερίας μόλις ἐξῆλθες | τῇ νῦν ὁρμῇ 
τελεωθέν (1508-1510).    
 
 
316 Cf. Zeitlin (2012) 361. 
317 See Cho. 560-564. The luggage may well be Orestes’ only disguise: the adult Orestes would be unknown at 
Argos (Marshall (2017) 87). 
318 Tellingly in this regard, Aegisthus subsumes the Paedagogus’ initial message of Orestes’ death in the report of 
the Φωκῆς ξένοι, Orestes and Pylades (El. 1442-1444). 
319 For the man’s social status, consider his beautiful cloak, εὐπρεπῆ πορπάματα (El. 820), and his participation in 
the Olympic games. The expense of, and time necessary for, training and travelling meant that athletic participa-
tion, especially at ‘high-level’ competitions like the Olympics, was largely limited to wealthy elites (Kyle (2013) 
168). Cf. Golden (2008) 26. While Euripides’ Orestes/ξένος is thus certainly high-ranking, his station does not 
(necessarily) imply an up-dressing vis-à-vis Orestes’ true royal identity. 
320 On the displacement of this disguise onto a linguistic plane, see van Emde Boas (2017) 166. 
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1.5 DISCUSSION:  
 
DRAMATIC DOWN-DRESSING AND SOCIAL DEGRADATION 
 
As the preceding considerations have shown, dramatic discourses of down-dressing appear 
to follow one of two patterns. Comedy’s down-dressing scenes generally span a considerable 
hierarchical range and tend to truly degrade the down-dressing individual in the process – either 
lastingly, as in the Kinsman’s re-dressing, or temporarily, as in Dicaeopolis’ or Dionysus’ cases. 
Tragic downward disguises, by contrast, generally fall within a narrow, male socio-hierarchical 
spectrum and provide external stratagems only. They leave the dressing individual largely un-
tainted by the lowly exterior they temporarily project. Notable exceptions are the disguises of 
Pentheus in Bacchae and Dolon in Rhesus. Both cross a significant vertical line in the ancient 
imagination, into the female and the bestial respectively, and have devastating effects for their 
wearers. In the present section, I will argue that the comic and tragic patterns of down-dressing 
evoke, in different ways, contemporary concerns about the socially degrading potential of dress 
performance. Most centrally, they address the question of whether dressing can truly and detri-
mentally alter the socio-hierarchical station of the being underneath. This question touches upon 
two different processes: the external change of social identity in the eyes of others – a mode of 
vertical mobility we considered in upward direction above (1.2) – and the actual internal change 
of the dressing individual. As we will see, intense engagement with both processes may be 
traced, not only in dramatic down-dressing scenes, but in a range of contemporary non-dramatic 
sources. As in my earlier discussion of comic up-dressing, in each case, the unsettlingly fluid 
boundaries (imagined) between free and servile states in the democratic city will provide our 
most significant examples. 
Thus, I will begin my consideration of the first process (external change) by turning to the 
comments of the so-called Old Oligarch on the indistinguishability of free citizens and slaves 
at Athens. Here, so Ath. Pol. 1.10 maintains, the beating of slaves is prohibited since one might 
frequently strike an Athenian instead, mistaking him for his own slave, οἰηθεὶς εἶναι τὸν 
Ἀθηναῖον δοῦλον, by the dress, ἐσθής, he wears: ἐσθῆτά τε γὰρ οὐδὲν βελτίων ὁ δῆμος αὐτόθι 
ἢ οἱ δοῦλοι καὶ οἱ μέτοικοι καὶ τὰ εἴδη οὐδὲν βελτίους εἰσίν. As Athenians dress down to the 
lowly attire conventionally associated with their social inferiors, they also suffer their treatment 
in the Old Oligarch’s assessment. Dress prompts social recognition and behaviour and lowly 
dress, more specifically, prompts an equally lowly response. The same may be observed in 
comic down-dressing scenes. Thus, in Acharnians, Frogs and Thesmophoriazusae, characters 
dressing down to beggary, servitude and femininity suffer the treatment associated with the 
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dress they display: a threat to full citizen rights, the characteristic maltreatment of slaves, and 
the sexual humiliation reserved for women and submissive homosexuals elsewhere. Satirically 
overstated as they may be, the Old Oligarch’s remarks – as well as the dramatic scenes at hand 
– suggest an intense concern with the risks inherent in deceptively lowly attire and the resulting 
lack of a clear demarcation of socio-hierarchical stations.321  
Two contemporary developments may have fuelled such concerns. On the one hand, as 
Kostas Vlassopoulos has demonstrated, the extension of the Athenian citizen body from the 
sixth century onwards to include even the lowest classes, and the sharing of menial occupations 
between them and slaves, may well have entailed a de facto visual indistinguishability between 
(certain) citizens and their servile counterparts.322 Accordingly, Sian Lewis observes with re-
gard to contemporary vase images, ‘[i]n most working scenes there is no clear indicator of 
status at all, from clothes, length of hair or facial appearance’.323 As we have seen above (1.2.3), 
this visual parity implies a scope for the undetected upward mobility of non-citizens. At the 
same time, it creates a potential for true citizens’ degrading misrecognition. Thus, in Demos-
thenes’ Against Evergus and Mnesibulus (47.61), we hear of a citizen boy mistaken for a slave 
and confiscated among other household possessions. In the words of his father, λαβόντες μου 
τὰ σκεύη ᾤχοντο, ἀλλὰ καὶ τὸν υἱὸν ἦγον ὡς οἰκέτην.324 On the other hand, as we have seen in 
section 1.1.1, from the beginning of the fifth century, there appears to have been a more delib-
erate down-dressing practice in the public attire of even the most well-to-do citizens, diminish-
ing the visual gap between citizens and their inferiors even further. This practice has been con-
vincingly argued to follow the rationale of a ‘social mediation’ across the heterogenous strata 
of Athenian society.325 The dressing of common citizens and affluent elites alike in an ostensi-
bly simple and moderate garment – paradigmatically, the citizen’s himation326– was a means 
of avoiding the conspicuous display of personal wealth while also projecting key values of the 
democratic city, including fitness, equality and homonoia.327  
There are suggestions that the down-dressing practices of elite citizens may have assumed 
a more self-serving nature towards the end of the fifth century. Thus, in Ran. 1065-1066, 
 
321 See Osborne (2017) ad Ath. Pol. 1.10-11. On the seriousness of Ath. Pol., see Osborne (2017) 9f.  
322 See Vlassopoulos (2009) 356-358. Cf. Euxitheus in Dem. 57.45. 
323 Lewis (2002) 79, cf. 138-140. Cf. Osborne (2011) 130-138, Osborne (2017) ad Ath. Pol. 1.10-11. 
324 For the detriment ensuing from mistaking another citizen for a slave, see Dem. 53.16: here, Apollodorus details 
how he narrowly escaped beating a ‘false’ slave and the concomitant charges of ὕβρις – the very situation that the 
inhibition mocked in Ps.-Xen. Ath. Pol. may seek to prevent. 
325 Ober (1989) 308. On the heterogeneity of Athenian society, see Ober (1989) chapters 4-5, Cartledge (1997) 16, 
Raaflaub (1996) 154-159. 
326 As Geddes observes, the himation nonetheless ‘had to be draped in strictly conventional ways’, thus regaining 
some of the distinction it ostensibly lacked (Geddes (1987) 312f.). On the himation worn in the ‘standard style of 
the free man, epidexia’, see Osborne (2011) 61, 66f. For textual evidence, see Pl. Tht. 175e, Ar. Av. 1568. 
327 See Geddes (1987) 323-331. 
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Aeschylus rebukes Euripides for his ragged kings, accusing him of encouraging wealthy real-
life Athenians to strategically dress in poor tatters in order to avoid their financial contribution 
to the war effort: οὔκουν ἐθέλει γε τριηραρχεῖν πλουτῶν οὐδεὶς διὰ ταῦτα, | ἀλλὰ ῥακίοις 
περιιλάμενος κλάει καὶ φησὶ πένεσθαι. From a slightly different angle, Isocrates may refer to 
similar developments in 15.159-160: νῦν δ’ ὑπὲρ τοῦ μὴ πλουτεῖν ὥσπερ τῶν μεγίστων 
ἀδικημάτων ἀπολογίαν δεῖ παρασκευάζεσθαι … Πολὺ γὰρ δεινότερον καθέστηκεν τὸ δοκεῖν 
εὐπορεῖν ἢ τὸ φανερῶς ἀδικεῖν. In this light, Karen Bassi has argued that ‘[i]t seems plausible 
that as the Peloponnesian War went on, financial demands on the wealthier citizens increased, 
so that by the time of the production of the Frogs (405 B.C.E.) and continuing down to the time 
of Isocrates …, scenes of feigned poverty (like Euripides’ rich man in rags) were common in 
civic life’.328 Even though there is, of course, no way of knowing whether such elite down-
dressing was indeed the widespread ‘cultural practice’ that Karen Bassi assumes, the passages 
above seem to point, at the very least, to a cultural anxiety.329 
This anxiety cuts several ways: the slippery visual distinction between citizens and non-
citizens not only creates a scope for fraud and social misjudgement, but there also appears to 
have been an acute concern with what dressing down might do to the dressing individual, that 
is, whether it may prompt, not just external, but internal social change. As we saw suggested in 
Demosthenes and the Old Oligarch above, for a citizen to be mistaken for a social inferior 
entails the risk of truly suffering inferior treatment; and even the ostensibly strategic down-
dressing of Frogs and Isocrates 15 implies that degrading dress may bear the potential to show-
case, perhaps even produce, a morally degraded elite. These passages suggest a fear that down-
dressing itself may detrimentally affect what Anne Duncan has called ‘the ontological status of 
the self’, that is, the stability of the wearer’s socio-hierarchical being.330 We find this fear most 
prominently espoused in Plato’s criticism of (dramatic) mimesis.331 The philosopher warns 
against imitation not only as πόρρω … τοῦ ἀληθοῦς (Resp. 10.598b6), but also as potentially 
dangerous for the impersonating individual: due to its ‘habit-forming (or character-altering) 
potential’,332 mimesis subjects the virtuous soul to unsettling alterity,333 and may, at worst, 
transform the imitator into a morally and hierarchically degenerate version of himself. Plato 
uses a language of moulding and immersion in this context: αὑτὸν ἐκμάττειν τε καὶ ἐνιστάναι 
εἰς τοὺς τῶν κακιόνων τύπους (Resp. 3.396d7-8). In the words of Penelope Murray, in Plato, 
 
328 Bassi (1998) 116. 
329 Bassi (1998) 118. Cf. Dover (1993) 17. 
330 Duncan (2006) 2. 
331 On Plato and mimesis, see Nehamas (1999) 251-278, Halliwell (2002) 37-147. 
332 Duncan (2006) 14. Cf. Halliwell (2002) 54. See Resp. 3.395c8-d2: ἢ οὐκ ᾔσθησαι ὅτι αἱ μιμήσεις, ἐὰν ἐκ νέων 
πόρρω διατελέσωσιν, εἰς ἔθη τε καὶ φύσιν καθίστανται καὶ κατὰ σῶμα καὶ φωνὰς καὶ κατὰ τὴν διάνοιαν;  
333 Cf. Pl. Leg. 7.816d-e, Nehamas (1999) 256. 
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‘imitation … leaves its mark on the imitator’.334 In this light, the philosopher admonishes the 
Guardians’ imitative assimilation, their ἀφομοιοῦν αὑτοὺς (Resp. 3.396a3) or ‘self-likening’,335 
to anything unbecoming a free man (Resp. 3.395c6: τὰ ἀνελεύθερα). This includes their imper-
sonation of women, slaves, animals or natural phenomena (Resp. 3.395c3-396c4).  
These concerns about the potential slippage between downward mimesis and downward 
transformation, especially for the free man, may have been particularly acute given the real 
possibility of servile degradation at the time. As Nancy Rabinowitz observes, ‘[i]n heroic times 
men were killed and the women taken captive, but, in the fifth century, inter-city warfare and 
piracy made slavery … a live issue for Athenian men’.336 Thus, Thucydides’ account of the 
Sicilian Expedition describes the dire situation of the defeated Athenians as follows: μέγιστον 
γὰρ δὴ τὸ διάφορον τοῦτο [τῷ] Ἑλληνικῷ στρατεύματι ἐγένετο, οἷς ἀντὶ μὲν τοῦ ἄλλους 
δουλωσομένους ἥκειν αὐτοὺς τοῦτο μᾶλλον δεδιότας μὴ πάθωσι ξυνέβη ἀπιέναι (Thuc. 
7.75.7). The strict ideological distinction between free men and slaves337 may furthermore hint 
at the citizens’ fears about their own enslavement. Indeed, the one ancient source quoted most 
frequently with regard to this distinction, Aristotle’s discourse of natural slavery (Politics 
1255a1-3),338 expressly refers to the anxieties raised by the mere thought of calling noblemen 
slaves: καὶ τὸν ἀνάξιον δουλεύειν οὐδαμῶς ἂν φαίη τις δοῦλον εἶναι (Pol. 1255a25-26). 
I propose that the Athenians’ uneasiness with the detrimental potential of downward mi-
mesis, which we saw explored in Plato and intensified in contemporary narratives and real-life 
fears of enslavement, importantly underpins comedy’s down-dressing scenes. Aristophanes’ 
Dionysus and the Kinsman, in particular, not only suffer degrading treatment in line with their 
lowly exterior – in the manner we observed in the Old Oligarch or legal oratory – but they 
appear, temporarily at least, truly reduced to a lesser state: both are forced to passively endure 
highly degrading treatment, flogging and depilation respectively, and fail to effect a rehabilita-
tion of status on their own accord. In other words, they become victims of their own down-
dressing. To requote the Kinsman’s comment in this regard: ὦ κροκώθ᾽, οἷ᾽ εἴργασαι (Thesm. 
945). Thus, even more than their up-dressing counterparts, comic down-dressing scenes negate 
the scholarly reading of comic disguises as a mere humorous dissolution of social hierarchies. 
Rather than breaking down conventional barriers,339 they importantly evolve across social 
 
334 Murray (1997) ad Resp. 3.395d1-3. Plato’s philosophy identifies verbal mimesis as ‘at best clownish, and at 
worst fatally corrupting’ (Nooter (2017) 34). 
335 See Halliwell (2002) 17. On mimesis as ‘self-likening’, see Halliwell (2002) 75f. 
336 Rabinowitz (1998) 59, see also n. 67. Cf. Harrison (1968) 164f., Garlan (1988) 47f. 
337 See Cartledge (22002) 133-166, DuBois (2008) 130, Alston, Proffitt and Hall (2011) 3.  
338 Cf. Rabinowitz (1998) 58. 
339 See 1.2.1. 
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boundaries with highly detrimental effects. As such, they showcase the anxieties attached to 
hierarchical boundary-crossing in contemporary Athenian society.  
Consequently, comedy’s down-dressing scenes appear instructively approached by Karen 
Bassi’s assessment of disguise in Greek culture as signifying ‘a radical change of status in 
which the integrity and constancy of the masculine subject – as the model subject – is at risk’.340 
Bassi’s reading is problematic, however, in another sense: it applies a unifying treatment to all 
forms of disguise, across different genres and contexts. In her reading, ‘[i]n general, disguise 
signifies the vulnerability of that [i.e. the masculine] subject’.341 And yet, as Gwendolyn Comp-
ton-Engle has rightly observed, not all disguise marks the degradation, or even emasculation, 
of the disguising individual: ‘[d]isguise … can either enhance or detract from a character’s 
status’, depending on whether it is an expression of their control over costume or their failure 
to do so.342 The former she considers ‘a characteristically Old Comic expression, associated as 
it is with self-assertion, one-upmanship, and humiliation of one’s opponents’, presenting Di-
caeopolis as her prime example.343 While introducing an important corrective to Bassi’s gener-
alizing assessment, also Compton-Engle’s approach requires further nuancing. The important 
elements to add, I propose, are hierarchical directionality and a more detailed analysis of dra-
matic genre. 
As we have seen, Dicaeopolis is in fact an exception among comedy’s down-dressing char-
acters: he is the only comic figure who comes even close to successfully handling downward 
disguise and, as I demonstrated above, even his down-dressing is hardly a straightforward case 
of costume control. In all other comic cases of down-dressing, disguise proves degrading for 
the disguising individual. As we observed in section 1.2 above, despite their socially elevating 
appearance, also comic up-dressing scenes fail to provide any true elevation of a character’s 
status: as the Athenian women in Assemblywomen and Xanthias in Frogs epitomize, they re-
main both absurd and ephemeral. At the same time, I suggested, these scenes are interested not 
merely in the success of the up-dressers’ disguises, but also, and more importantly, in exploring 
the inability of the male citizen and master to safely and accurately read the social world around 
him. In section 1.2.3, I have sketched some of the ways in which this inability might relate to 
contemporary anxieties about social non-intelligibility. In other words, both comic up-dressing 
and down-dressing scenes tend to display, in different ways, the instability of the ‘masculine 
subject’ that Bassi observes. In this light, can we still truly consider, as Compton-Engle does, 
status-enhancing disguise a hallmark of Old Comedy?  
 
340 Bassi (1998) 14f. 
341 Bassi (1998) 114, brackets are mine. 
342 Compton-Engle (2015) 100. 
343 Compton-Engle (2015) 100. On Dicaeopolis, see Compton-Engle (2003) 510-515, Compton-Engle (2015) 98. 
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In negation of this question, I propose that it is tragic down-dressing that – aside from the 
important exceptions of Bacchae and Rhesus – provides us with the most notable instances of 
(re-)elevating socio-hierarchical disguise. As we have seen, unlike their comic counterparts, 
characters like Telephus, Menelaus or Orestes engage in superficial and strategic down-dress-
ing that leaves their true station undiminished or, in fact, enhanced.344 Thus, contrary to Bassi, 
I suggest that there is a distinction between successful and detrimental disguises, but, unlike 
Compton-Engle, I do not believe that this distinction is best identified exclusively within com-
edy. Based on my analysis of comic and tragic down-dressing scenes, I propose that the perhaps 
most important divide in the representation of disguise as more or less problematic may be 
drawn between the two genres. If dramatic down-dressing scenes do indeed stage an Athenian 
concern with social degradation by dress performance, as I suggested above, comedy and trag-
edy approach this concern in two very different ways: broadly speaking, comedy highlights the 
risks that socio-hierarchical down-dressing may cause at its most extreme, while tragedy 
glosses over them, in the least unsettling instantiation that down-dressing could possibly take. 
While limiting the scope of downward disguises to a narrow male socio-hierarchical scale, the 
tragic genre allows them to become successful, external stratagems easily undone at the discre-
tion of the disguising individual. 
Before turning to a concluding discussion of the exceptions of Bacchae and Rhesus, let us 
consider the most central question this observation raises: why do comic and tragic treatments 
of down-dressing differ so distinctly in this regard? The answer to this question lies, I suggest, 
both in the differing representational licence of comedy and tragedy in ancient Greek thought 
as well as in the more fundamental ‘boundedness’ of the tragic hero. As Simon Goldhill and 
others have argued, the ‘special licence of comedy’ lay precisely in casting a spotlight on, and 
scrutinizing through humorous reflection, sites of uneasiness for the Athenian citizen345 – in-
deed, in scrutinizing where ‘the limits of licence’346 had to be drawn in the first place, both on 
stage and beyond. In this sense, comic down-dressing scenes showcase, and put under public 
consideration, the fault-lines of contemporary dress performance and explore, in particular, 
when and how the dress-based transgression and visual blurring of social distinctions that Athe-
nians experienced in their everyday lives become problematic. Comedy responds to the ques-
tion of the socio-hierarchical potential of down-dressing by dramatizing both the denigrating 
 
344 Naturally, there are instances of social degradation in tragedy, but the dressing they involve is generally em-
blematic of a character’s fall rather than its cause. For examples, see note 243. As section 2.3 will demonstrate, 
only in tragic dramatizations of enslavement, and displaced into tragic women, is a closer relationship between 
(un)dressing and social degradation contemplated. 
345 Goldhill (1990) 128. Cf. Gardner (1989) 51, Henderson (1990) 273, 307, 313, Carey (1994) 71, von Möllendorff 
(2002) 3-5. 
346 Goldhill (1991) 185.  
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external treatment that it may trigger and the self-degrading effects that it may have as it de-
scends across the most central socio-hierarchical boundaries of the time, between man and 
woman, god and human, citizen and slave, human and animal.  
The representational licence of tragedy, conversely, is a different one. While the genre 
shares comedy’s Dionysiac interest in (and licence for) the exploration of social transgression, 
it appears hesitant to dramatize the matter in the actual, physical changes of the transgressing 
individual: Clytaemestra’s heart may be called ἀνδρόβουλον (Ag. 11), Creon may accuse 
Haemon of being γυναικὸς ὕστερος (Ant. 746), Agamemnon may be considered as οὐκ 
ἐλεύθερος by Hecuba (Hec. 864) and Polymestor describe himself as τετράποδος βάσιν θηρὸς 
ὀρεστέρου | τιθέμενος ἐπὶ χεῖρα (Hec. 1057-1059), but it is exceedingly rare that we find tragic 
characters assume the hierarchical station of the ‘other’ in deliberate changes of dress and ap-
pearance. Tragic down-dressing is almost exclusively confined to a very specific set of cases: 
to (protagonist) male characters dressing down to a slightly less elevated position than the one 
they actually hold, frequently that of a beggar or stranger, as part of a successful, temporary 
stratagem from which they emerge unscathed. As such, the genre’s dress performances attest 
to the socio-hierarchical ‘boundedness’ that scholars like Richard Buxton, Ingo Gildenhard and 
Andrew Zissos have observed for tragic metamorphoses more widely: ‘[i]n general, … tragedy 
affirms a strong sense of the ultimate boundedness, integrity, and centrality of the human [male] 
form’.347 One explanation commonly offered is the existence of pragmatic and aesthetic ‘[s]tric-
tures against the direct depiction of the grotesque or implausible’ in tragic performances: 
‘[m]etamorphosis in tragedy belongs to the indefinable, the non-representable’.348 The rare in-
stances in which tragic characters do undergo such transformations generally occur offstage, in 
messenger speeches or the accounts of chorus or characters, and they tend to result from divine 
interventions, rather than from characters’ own deliberate acts.349 If we additionally bear in 
mind that many of tragedy’s down-dressing individuals are their plays’ protagonists, we may 
contemplate further whether their ‘boundedness’ is not a central part of the generic elevation 
of tragic heroes, their capacity to be, in Aristotle’s words, βελτίονες ἢ ἡμεῖς (Poetica 1454b9), 
as well as their characteristic ‘consistency’.350 Unlike their comic pendants, tragic heroes pre-
clude all too drastic socio-hierarchical shifts.  
 
347 Buxton (2009) 63.  
348 See Gildenhard and Zissos (2013) 45, 56.  
349 See, in particular, Tereus in Sophocles’ eponymous play and Io in Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound: while Io 
enters the stage transformed (PV 673-674) and Tereus may do so too (Ter. fr. **581.1-3, cf. note 158), their 
transformations happen offstage. On the representational limitations of divinely-induced metamorphoses in trag-
edy, see Buxton (2009) 49-63. Achelous’ offstage metamorphoses in Sophocles’ Women of Trachis offer a rare 
case of wilful self-transformation (Trach. 9-14, 503-522), but Achelous is a shape-shifting river deity, not a human 
being. Thus, like Dionysus in Bacchae, he does not contradict tragedy’s sense of human ‘boundedness’.  
350 Cf. Silk (2000) 214. 
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The most notable counterexamples – Pentheus in Bacchae and Dolon in Rhesus – are, I 
propose, the proverbial exceptions that prove the rule. The down-dressing we may observe in 
both plays, in hierarchical scale and devastating effect, appears closely related to the comic 
pattern discussed for Frogs or Thesmophoriazusae. Perhaps not incidentally, both plays have 
been associated with the comic genre, or comic humour more specifically, in other regards as 
well. Thus, the Rhesus has only recently been described by Marco Fantuzzi and David Konstan 
as ‘an epic tragedy with a smattering of comic innuendos’351 and there is a significant scholarly 
history of reading Bacchae through a comic lens:352 however we describe the peculiar tone of 
the play’s dressing scene – ‘macabre’, ‘grotesque’ or ‘tragicomic’353 – a certain comic quality 
can hardly be denied. Even Frances Muecke, who rejects Bernd Seidensticker’s identification 
of disguise as a ‘comedy element’ in Bacchae, admits its ‘“comic” handling’.354 The prominent 
divine intervention in Pentheus’ down-dressing additionally sets it apart from other tragic dress 
performances. While mediated by the protagonist’s cross-dressing, Pentheus’ external change 
in many ways resembles the magical metamorphoses involuntarily undergone by figures like 
Tereus or Io more closely than the down-dressing of Telephus or Menelaus.355 Presented, from 
its very beginning, as fulfilling an agenda of divine punishment, Pentheus’ down-dressing is 
naturally more transformative and more devastating than the conventional tragic pattern. 
The exceptional hierarchical scope and degradation we encounter in Pentheus and Dolon 
cast into relief the superficial, strategic and closely bounded nature of the great majority of 
tragic down-dressing scenes and thus leaves the validity of my general conclusion undimin-
ished: both comic and tragic down-dressing scenes evoke contemporary anxieties about the 
stability of social status in dress performance and they do so in significantly and generically 













351 Fantuzzi and Konstan (2013) 257. Cf. Burnett (1985) 13-51.  
352 See Seidensticker (1978), Foley (1980) 114-116, Segal (21997) 255, Seidensticker (1982) 123-127, Goldhill 
(2006) 90f., Lämmle (2013) 152 n. 141, Zuckerberg (2016) 204 n. 18. 
353 See Muecke (1982a) 33. 
354 Muecke (1982a) 32f.  
355 See note 349.  
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1.6 DISCUSSION:  
 
EXPLAINING THE NON-REPRESENTATION OF TRAGIC UP-DRESSING 
 
We are left with a final question: how can we explain why there is not a single character in 
extant tragedy who dresses in socio-hierarchical upward direction? As in my concluding dis-
cussion of dramatic down-dressing above, here as well, we may plausibly argue that the anxie-
ties we find expressed in comic up-dressing scenes do not appear to find the same representa-
tional licence in tragedy and are impeded by a characteristically tragic notion of human bound-
edness. And yet, the situation is, arguably, more complex: after all, tragic patterns of up-dress-
ing are not merely limited, but virtually non-existent. This more fundamental difference be-
tween tragic and comic portrayals needs to be analysed, I propose, in a wider explanatory frame-
work that transcends parameters of genre and socio-political locality and considers Greek myth-
ical thought more widely. As we will see, throughout Greek myth, upward transformations ap-
pear to be exceedingly rare and often limited to very specific cases and conditions. As such, 
they indicate a more wide-spread hesitation – across Greek non-comic representations – to con-
template a permeability of the human form in upward direction, from human to god and, espe-
cially, from animal to human. In this light, tragedy’s non-representation of up-dressing will 
become apparent as a dramatic case in point of a much larger pattern. 
Before proceeding to this analysis, however, I would like to map out more clearly the scope 
of the argument I am pursuing: my claim that there is a more general avoidance of socio-hier-
archical up-dressing, and upward transformation more widely, is restricted to (literary, dra-
matic, artistic etc.) representation. Different patterns clearly prevail in the real-life embodi-
ments of ritual, drama and, to an extent, politics. Mortals’ assumption of a divine persona pro-
vides us with a case in point: actors dress up to impersonate gods in the Greek theatre,356 and 
the same is possible, and indeed widespread, in ancient ritual enactment. In fact, in many ways, 
the former is a specific instantiation of the latter.357 While Charles Segal observes that ‘[i]n 
primitive ritual the act of putting on the mask … transforms a man into a god’,358 Georgia 
Petridou has shown that ‘enacted epiphany’ remains a central part of ancient Greek cult prac-
tice.359 At the same time, mortal impersonations of the divine could transcend the ritual sphere 
and, as strategically fabricated epiphanies, successfully enter the political, military and social 
 
356 Cf. Petridou (2015) 47.  
357 Cf. Burkert (1985) 186, Petridou (2015) 47. 
358 Segal (21997) 238f. Cf. Rothwell (2007) 15-20. On the impersonation of deities in (archaic) ritual, see Connor 
(1987) 40-50, Goff (2004) 167, Brøns (2017) 357f. 
359 Petridou (2015) 43-49. 
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realm.360 Perhaps the most famous example is the story of Peisistratus’ rise to power in Athens. 
In Hdt. 1.60, we hear how he appeared to the Athenians, led into the city by the goddess herself 
– a tall and beautiful local woman dressed to act the part: ταύτην τὴν γυναῖκα σκευάσαντες 
πανοπλίῃ, ἐς ἅρμα ἐσβιβάσαντες καὶ προδέξαντες σχῆμα οἷόν τι ἔμελλε εὐπρεπεστάτη 
φανέεσθαι ἔχουσα ἤλαυνον ἐς τὸ ἄστυ.361 Such events and, especially, their narratives hint at 
the same anxieties about hierarchical upward mobility and social non-intelligibility that I have 
discussed in section 1.2.3 above.362 Here, however, my point is primarily that such up-dressing 
could happen, or be imagined to happen, offstage in ways that are unparalleled within the rep-
resentational frame of Athenian tragedy – and, as we will see, Greek mythical representation 
more widely.  
In the manifold metamorphoses permeating the latter, the most prominent pattern by far is 
downward transformation: gods freely turn into mortals, animals or natural phenomena in 
Greek myth and humans are just as frequently transformed into animal or natural states, usually 
by the intervention of a deity.363 While not, as in extant tragedy, completely absent, represen-
tations of transformation in the opposite hierarchical direction are largely limited to human-to-
divine transitions: only in the myths of (heroic) apotheosis do upward transformations occur 
with a certain frequency.364 Even here, however, they appear subject to special circumstances. 
Thus, the most famous heroic apotheosis of Greek myth,365 Heracles’ assumption of divine 
status, involves a ἥρως θεός (Pind. Nem. 3.22) of semi-divine parentage, a son of Zeus no less. 
In Euripides’ Orestes, Helen’s apotheosis is explained in closely related fashion: Ζηνὸς γὰρ 
οὖσαν ζῆν νιν ἄφθιτον χρεών (Or. 1635).366 Similar, pre-existing links to the divine tend to 
 
360 See Petridou (2015) 142-168, on ‘epiphanic stratagems’. Thus, Polyaenus details how Athena’s priestess, mis-
taken for the goddess by Aetolian intruders, saves her hometown Pellene (Strat. 8.59). In Plutarch’s version, this 
up-dressing is further removed from cultic practice: here, a noble girl, not a priestess, assumes the role of Athena’s 
look-alike (Plut. Arat. 32.1-3). 
361 Cf. Arist. Ath. Pol. 14.4. On Phye, see Connor (1987) 42-47, Bassi (1998) 175-180, Petridou (2015) 147-170. 
362 See Herodotus’ suggestion of the Athenians’ gullibility: <οἱ> ἐν τῷ ἄστεϊ πειθόμενοι τὴν γυναῖκα εἶναι αὐτὴν 
τὴν θεὸν προσεύχοντό τε τὴν ἄνθρωπον καὶ ἐδέκοντο Πεισίστρατον (Hdt. 1.60). Cf. Bassi (1998) 179. See Petri-
dou (2015) 43, on the ‘ambivalence between the body of the god and that of certain humans of special age, phy-
sique, and socio-political status’. 
363 On divine transformations, see Buxton (2009) 157-190; on human transformations into animals and animate 
nature, see Irving (1990) 38-138, 283 (animals, plants), Buxton (2009) 228-230 (plants); on human transformations 
into inanimate nature, see Irving (1990) 139-148, 283-299 (stones), 299-319 (springs, rivers, islands), Buxton 
(2009) 196-206 (mountains, rocks, rivers, springs). Divine and human transformations importantly differ: while 
divinities control their transformations, mortals are generally transformed by gods and/or magical means (cf. 
Gildenhard and Zissos (2013) 37). Among mortal transformations, there are varying degrees of external versus 
internal change (cf. Alexandritis (2009)). 
364 In addition, Irving (1990) 149 mentions two examples of sex-change in upward direction (Kaineus, Leucippus). 
365 According to Shapiro (1983) 9, Heracles experiences the only true apotheosis in Greek myth: unlike other 
heroes, he is not merely ‘transported to the Isles of the Blest after death’, but joins the divine community, 
‘dwell[ing] on Olympus among the gods’. Cf. Stafford (2010) 239. 
366 On Helen’s apotheosis, see also Hel. 1666-1669, Austin (1994) 15f., Papadimitropoulos (2011). 
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accompany the vast majority of apotheoses in Greek myth.367 In a sense, those who turn into 
gods generally bear within them a seed of the divine from the very start, often quite literally. 
This serves to alleviate the inherent paradox of heroic apotheosis: in the words of Deborah 
Lyons, ‘[i]f a close relationship with the gods is one of the most characteristic features of the 
hero, certainly the other, even more marked, is the fact of mortality’.368 Apotheosis transgresses 
the hero’s quintessential ephemerality, the very feature that distinguishes him from divinity. If 
we follow Jasper Griffin’s observation that ‘[w]ith small exceptions, the serious poetry of 
Greece is concerned with myths; and the subject of Greek mythology is the heroes’,369 it is 
perhaps unsurprising that the paradox of apotheosis rarely appears unqualified in the non-comic 
genres of Greek poetry – if it appears at all. Such a strategy of avoidance largely prevails in 
Homer, where ‘the phenomenon of transformative change’ tends to be ‘confine[d] … to the 
narrative margins’.370 As Irving Forbes asserts, for the Homeric hero, ‘the inevitability of death 
… is incompatible with the compromise represented by transformation’.371 It is in full view of 
his own mortality that the Homeric hero strives for immortal glory.372 An even more categorical 
strategy of avoidance appears to underpin tragedy’s non-representation of human-to-god trans-
formations. Tragic heroes are even more closely linked to a fate of dire mortality than their 
Homeric counterparts.373 As a rule, they proceed towards death, rather than divinity, and are 
reminded time and again that any attempt to overreach will plunge them all the more forcefully 
into mortal ruin.  
While the preceding considerations may indicate both the complexity and limitation of 
human-to-god transitions in Greek myth, upward transformations at the lower level, between 
(in)animate nature and humanity, appear to be virtually unknown to the Greek mythical imag-
ination. Only myths of creation and foundation supply peripheral examples: the Theban Spartoi 
 
367 These include semi-divine parentage (Heracles, Dionysus, Dioscuri, Helen, Phaeton, Asclepius, Semele/Thy-
one, Ino/Leucothea, Autonoe), being the attendant/worshipper (and mortal double) of a divinity (Iphigeneia, Trip-
tolemus, Phylonoe, Opis, Loxo, Hecaerge), being loved by/the spouse of a divinity (Semele/Thyone, Ariadne, Io, 
Psyche, Hyacinthus, Cadmus, Peleus, Oreithya, Tithonus, Iasion, Ganymede, Endymion, Bolina, Attis), being a 
(foster) parent/nurse of Dionysus (Semele/Thyone, Ino/Leucothea, Autonoe) and being a relative/spouse of a divi-
nified mortal (Polyboea, Melicertes/Palaemon, the Leucippides, Menelaus, Epione, Epaphus).  
368 Lyons (1997) 69. 
369 Griffin (1980) 81. 
370 Gildenhard and Zissos (2013) 40. 
371 Irving (1990) 10. Cf. Griffin (1980) 82-85, 90, Burkert (1985) 205. Lyons has detected a gender difference: 
Homeric heroines, more readily – if nonetheless rarely (Od. 5.333-335: Ino) – ‘make the transition to divinity’ 
(Lyons (1997) 5). Cf. Vermeule (1979) 127. Gildenhard and Zissos additionally note a difference between Iliad 
and Odyssey: unlike the former, the latter refers to the apotheoses of Menelaus (4.561-565), Heracles (11.601-604 
vs. Il. 18.117-118), the Dioscuri (11.301-304 vs. Il. 3.243-244) and contemplates Odysseus’ apotheosis in Ca-
lypso’s offer of immortality in Odyssey 5 (Gildenhard and Zissos (2013) 41f.). 
372 See Sarpedon’s words in Il. 12.322-328. 
373 See Easterling (1981) 63: ‘Man facing his mortality is itself a great tragic theme’. While apotheoses are men-
tioned in tragedy – Heracles (Phil. 1418-1420, Heracl. 854-857, 910-914), Helen (Or. 1635, Hel. 1666-1669), the 
Dioscuri (Eur. El. 312-313, Hel. 1659, Or. 1635-1637), Cadmus (Bacch. 1338-1339), Peleus (Andr. 1253-1262) – 
they all share the divine links identified in note 367 and are not represented onstage. 
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are born from a dragon’s teeth, Deucalion and Phyrra recreate the human race from stones, 
Hesiod’s Bronze Age men are crafted from ash trees and Myrmidons and Cypriots emerge from 
ants and wasps respectively.374 Outside the context of initial creation, however, Greek myth 
largely excludes objects, plants or even animals turning into human beings. This suggests a 
conceptual boundary between the natural and the human world that is permeable only in one 
direction, from the top down. A crossing of nature into humanity from below, by contrast, defies 
representation. This observation is all the more striking if set against the contrasting picture that 
anthropologists such as Eduardo Viveiros de Castro and Philippe Descola have identified in 
non-Western thought.375 Amerindian cosmologies, for instance, follow what Descola terms an 
‘animist ontology’:376 they assume a shared interiority between animals and humans which 
constitutes an ‘inherent transformability’ between their various external shapes and enables 
both humans and animals to engage in wilful metamorphoses into both directions.377 While 
animals in human disguise are thus ‘fact[s] of nature’ in Amerindian thought,378 they constitute 
images of transgression in ancient Greece – they represent that which is intrinsically non-rep-
resentable in Greek myth more broadly and tragic patterns of re-dressing more specifically.  
We may speculate as to why the Greek perception of animal-to-human transformation dif-
fers so markedly from the universal permutability and continuity of Amerindian thought. One 
attractive explanation is Greek anthropocentrism, which, perhaps best captured in Protagoras’ 
πάντων χρημάτων μέτρον ἄνθρωπον εἶναι (Pl. Tht. 152a), survives in the persistent Western 
distinction between human culture and non-human nature.379 As Geoffrey Lloyd has astutely 
observed, ‘[b]eing is not a given (however tempting it may be to assume it is) but a problem’.380 
A pervasive Greek answer to this problem is the singling out of the human being as distinct 
from and superior to (in)animate nature. In such a setting, the wilful transformation from animal 
(or plant or object) to human being constitutes the perhaps starkest possible instance of upward 
mobility across the hierarchical relations introduced at the beginning of this chapter. In this 
light, the tragic and mythical patterns of non-representation may reflect yet another Greek 
 
374 See Pl. Leg. 663e, 641c, Nonnus Dion. 4.400-463 (Spartoi), Hes. Op. 143-145 (Bronze Age men) and Buxton 
(2009) 68f. n. 56, for textual evidence and discussion of Deucalion and Pyrrha, Myrmidons and Cypriots. Outside 
the context of creation, a rare animal-to-human transformation appears in Aesop 50, where a cat gains a human 
shape by Aphrodite after falling in love with a man. Yet, Aesop’s feline transformation remains as superficial and 
temporary as Aristophanes’ up-dressing scenes: presented with a mouse, the cat-turned-woman ‘forgets’ her hu-
manity (Gildenhard and Zissos (2013) 53f.). 
375 See Viveiros de Castro (2004) 393-484, Descola (2013) 3-31. Cf. Lloyd (2012) 8-30. Beyond their different 
approaches (see Lloyd (2012) 17-20), both Viveiros de Castro and Descola emphasize the metamorphic fluidity 
between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’ in many non-Western cultures.  
376 See Descola (2013) 129-143. 
377 Viveiros de Castro (2004) 476. Cf. Descola (2013) 135-138. See Sterckx (2002) 167, on human-animal trans-
formations in early Chinese writings. 
378 Viveiros de Castro (2004) 476. Cf. Descola (2013) 137. 
379 Cf. Viveiros de Castro (2004) 467, Descola (2013) 30f., 180. 
380 Lloyd (2012) 1. 
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anxiety about the instability of hierarchical status – this time, however, not merely within a 













































































































































































































At a pivotal moment of Aeschylus’ Libation-Bearers, Clytaemestra supplicates her son 
Orestes by calling for his reverence, αἰδώς, for the motherly breast she bares to him: ἐπίσχες, 
ὦ παῖ, τόνδε δ᾽ αἴδεσαι, τέκνον, | μαστόν (Cho. 896-897). In Euripides’ Andromache, Hermione 
rushes onto the stage in despair and unveils herself to her nurse’s prompt reprimands: κάλυπτε 
στέρνα, σύνδησον πέπλους (Andr. 832). In Euripides’ Heracles, in turn, we hear of the protag-
onist’s crazed performance, including his self-disrobing, γυμνὸν σῶμα θεὶς πορπαμάτων (Her. 
959). Shifting to comedy, we are introduced to the feminine disguise of Euripides’ Kinsman in 
Aristophanes’ Thesmophoriazusae, and his later unmasking: ἀπόδυσον αὐτόν, Critylla com-
mands (Thesm. 636). At the end of the play, a pipe girl is called to undress, φέρε θοἰμάτιον 
ἄνωθεν (Thesm. 1181), for the benefit of a Scythian archer. Οἴμ᾽ ὠς στέριπο τὸ τιττίο (1185), 
he exclaims in delight, and frees his πόστιον from the confinements of dress (Thesm. 1188). 
Across their different contexts, plots and dramatic genres, all of these scenes are united by 
their varied employment of what Ι will call a ‘discourse of undressing’: in each instance, char-
acters evoke ideas of dress and attire being removed and/or a body (part) being exposed or 
displayed to view – either by the undressed individuals themselves or by others, either on stage 
or reported in a messenger speech.381 The dress manipulations in these scenes importantly con-
tinue the concerns of my first chapter. Indeed, as we will see, in various cases, discourses of 
undressing in both tragedy and comedy align closely with the socio-hierarchical patterns estab-
lished for characters’ up-dressing and down-dressing above: questions of social construction 
and transformation, in particular, not only frame practices of dramatic undressing, but they are 
constitutive of the very idea of undress, as the mode of not being (sufficiently) dressed. As I 
will argue in this chapter, in both tragic and comic discourses of bodily exposure, undress be-
comes apparent, time and again, as a fundamentally relational concept that is constituted, 
 
381 This chapter will not consider instances of undressing that primarily facilitate a different, more prominent 
action, such as Orestes’ removal of his mantle (to facilitate movement) in Eur. El. 820, Glauce’s attempts at re-
moving her poisoned attire (to facilitate her liberation from its destructiveness) in Med. 1192 or the slave’s en-
forced removal of his cloak (to hand it to a ‘frigid’ poet) in Av. 933-935, 946-948. On the ‘theft’ of cloaks in 
Clouds, see Tomin (1987). 
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recognized, defined and re-defined in characters’ interactions on stage – undress always relies 
on the notion of somebody’s undressing. As such, it points beyond the material realm of staging 
and costuming that past enquiries into dramatic undress have primarily looked at. 
In a seminal article of 1989, Larissa Bonfante described male nudity in Greek art and so-
ciety as the citizen’s ‘costume’ and thus acknowledged undress, not as the mere state of being 
without clothes, but as an important social practice.382 Other Classical scholars, often with ex-
plicit reference to Bonfante, have followed suit, and explored the implications of ancient por-
trayals of undress for the construction of gender differences, ideals of youthful beauty, heroic 
distinction, class affiliation or shameful exposure,383 to name but some of the most prominent 
lines of inquiry. In the scholarship on Greek drama, by contrast – the source domain of Bon-
fante’s costume metaphor – the topic has received comparatively little attention and, where it 
has, the metaphorical potential of costuming has rarely been at the centre of scholars’ inquiries. 
Instead, they have focused on the physical mechanics of stage nakedness, that is, on whether 
and, if so, how undress could have been materially realized in the ancient theatre.384  
Clytaemestra’s breast-centred entreaty in Aeschylus’ Libation-Bearers offers a case in 
point. In the perhaps earliest specific discussion of the question of bodily exposure in this scene, 
Oliver Taplin asserts that ‘at this point Clytemnestra cannot … bare her breasts – not only for 
the sake of decorum, but also because the part is played by a male actor’.385 In drawing an 
immediate connection between the (im)possibility of Clytaemestra’s breast-baring and the 
(im)possibility of staging such a scene in the Athenian all-male tragic theatre, the critic prefig-
ures the most prominent tendency in the scholarship to follow: the assumption that Clytaemes-
tra’s self-baring gesture within the dramatic illusion can only be read and understood in the 
light of its possible staging beyond the dramatic illusion and the ensuing imperative to establish 
 
382 Bonfante (1989) ‘Nudity as a Costume in Classical Art’. 
383 See, for instance, Osborne (1997), Stewart (1997) 24-42, Stähli (2006), on nudity and gender differences; Him-
melmann (1990), Ferrari (2002), on male nudity as a heroic ideal; Arieti (1975), Mouratidis (1985), Thommen 
(1996), Miller (2000), Christesen (2002), Gherchanoc (2008), Christesen (2012), Christesen (2014), on male nu-
dity, athletics and democratic ideology; Bassi (1998) 99-103, on nudity as a ‘signifier of invulnerability in the 
construction of Greek masculine identity’ (103); Cohen (1997), on the bared female breast as a symbol of vulner-
ability; Hurwit (2007), on nudity in artistic representation as ‘a costume with various roles’ (57); Porter (1999), 
on the constructedness of the (bare) body. For surveys of the relevant scholarship, see Hallet (2005) 9-19, Gher-
chanoc and Huet (2007) 24-26, Lee (2015) 172-197.  
384 See Barrett (1964) ad Hipp. 243, Stevens (1971) ad Andr. 832-833, Craik (1988) ad Phoen. 1490-1491, Lloyd 
(1994) ad Andr. 832, Mastronarde (1994) ad Phoen. 1490-1491, Taplin (1997) 77, Taplin (22003) 44, Taplin 
(2007) 24, 38, 57, Wyles (2011) 8-11, 99, on the difficulty, or perceived impossibility, of tragic stage-nakedness. 
See Stone (1981) 144-150, Foley (2000), Green (2002), Stehle (2002), Hughes (2006), Csapo (2014), on nudity 
and the comic costume. Notable exceptions are Griffith (1988), Zweig (1992), Compton-Engle (2015) 40-58. 
385 Taplin (22003) 44. This statement appears verbatim in Taplin’s original 1978 edition of Greek Tragedy in Action 
(61) and, slightly rephrased, in Pots & Plays (2007) 57: ‘since all the parts were played by male actors, it was out 
of the question – even if decorum had allowed it – for the actor of Klytemnestra to bare a real breast’. In this 
volume, the (im)possibility of undress emerges as a central difference between theatre and ‘theatre-related vases’: 
nudity ‘was the convention in heroic art, but … most certainly not the convention in the theatre’ (Taplin (2007) 
24). Cf. Taplin (1993) 22. 
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what was visible in the theatre at this point. This stagecraft-centred approach, the pursuit of a 
‘primauté du voir’,386 prevails in the subsequent scholarship.387 Indeed, it does so quite irre-
spective of whether the scholar in question shares Taplin’s scepticism towards the realizability 
of female undress in Athenian tragedy or argues the very opposite, namely, that a tragedian 
working at a time at which stage nudity was a commonplace in the comic theatre was certainly 
able to stage a naked breast if he so chose.388 No matter whether we turn to Rosie Wyles, who, 
following Oliver Taplin, considers such literal undress ‘unlikely’ and Clytaemestra’s self-bar-
ing thus ‘more metaphorical than literal’,389 or to Mary DeForest, who contends, against Taplin, 
that since Aeschylus had the ‘technology’ required, ‘we may presume … [his] intention that 
Clytaemestra’s breast be revealed’,390 the interpretation, even identification, of undress hinges 
on matters of staging in each case: Could a bared female breast become materially visible on 
the tragic stage of Athens?  
Scholarly readings of undress such as the ones outlined for the Clytaemestra scene may 
undoubtedly provide us with valuable insights into the possibilities and practical realia of an-
cient Greek theatre performances. As commentaries on the meaning and representation of dra-
matic undressing, however, they are problematic. They not only simplify theatrical vision by 
unduly privileging material visibility, but they do so with regard to a subject matter, the dram-
atization of undress, that, perhaps more than others, defies such simplification. Let us consider 
both points of my criticism in turn. At a most basic level, the stagecraft-centred approach to 
undress relies too fundamentally on what was visible in (a/the original) stage performance in 
order to understand what happened at a given moment of undressing. As such, it not only resorts 
for clarity to what is often a matter of scholarly conjecture, but also limits the significance of 
dramatic undressing too tightly to theatrical spectacle alone, to a ‘meaning which can be 
seen’.391 Thus, it fails to sufficiently acknowledge the complexity of theatrical vision and the 
crucial interpretative role of the audience.  
As performance theorists will readily emphasize, seeing a play in the theatre, indeed seeing 
more generally,392 is not sufficiently described as the simple sensory perception of what has 
been made visible in a material sense, but a process of interpretation that ‘registers much more 
 
386 See Loraux’s critique in Loraux (1986) 5.  
387 See, for instance, Walton (1980) 191, Sommerstein (1980a) 74 n. 32, Bowen (1986) ad Cho. 897, de Jong 
(1991) 174, DeForest (1993) 129, Wyles (2011) 99, Salzman-Mitchell (2012) 147. 
388 For this argument, see Sommerstein (1980a) 74 n. 32, DeForest (1993) 129, Marshall (2017) 119. 
389 Wyles (2011) 99. 
390 DeForest (1993) 129.  
391 See Taplin (1977) 1 (Coghill epigraph), and Taplin’s discussion of ‘visual meaning’ on pages 12-28. 
392 See Squire (2016) 5: ‘human visual perception is culturally plastic … Both “how” and “what” we see are 
conditioned’. Cf. Goldhill (1986) 281, Goldhill (2000a) 165. 
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than can be seen with physical eyesight’.393 In Ruth Padel’s words, ‘[t]he stage is the “place 
where the invisible can appear”’.394 This is all the more true in a theatre as non-naturalistic as 
ancient Greek drama, in which considerable leaps of the imagination were required from the 
audience throughout.395 A spectator expected to imagine a maiden’s crimson blush, τὸν ὑπὸ 
βλεφάροις | φοίνικ᾽, ἐρύθημα προσώπου (Phoen. 1487-1488), in a male actor’s mask may cer-
tainly be deemed equally able to ‘see’ a character’s breast as uncovered and female, irrespective 
of whether there is, or can be, a precise onstage equivalent. It is not the staging as such, but its 
complement in the play’s words, and, in particular, the audience’s active engagement with both, 
that is most central in this process.396 Vision, especially in the theatre, is fundamentally a ques-
tion of creative audience interpretation. 
While the overemphasis of visible stage physicalities should thus invite our scepticism in 
general, it poses a particularly acute problem for the study of undress. As Taplin’s own, rather 
cursory reference to the role of ‘decorum’ reveals,397 undress cannot be reduced to matters of 
visibility: it requires the interpretative presence of a real or projected social audience – of some-
one assessing its (lack of) decorum in the first place. The costuming metaphors employed by 
Bonfante and other Classicists hint at this social constructedness of undressing. It is most in-
tensely studied, however, in recent post-structuralist philosophy, social theory and sociology. 
While earlier scholarship – most famously, Kenneth Clark’s art-historical work on The Nude: 
A Study in Ideal Form as well as the feminist re-appraisals and re-evaluations it encouraged398 
– presupposes an unmediated category of undress, a natural state of being naked to be distin-
guished from the idea(l) of nudity in artistic representation, scholars like Lynda Nead and, more 
recently, Ruth Barcan have denied the existence of any such ‘taken-for-granted category’.399 
Accordingly, Nead emphasizes that ‘there can be no “other” to the nude, for the body is always 
 
393 Lada-Richards (2005) 465. Cf. Foley (1980) 112, Goldhill (1984) 99-101, 203f., Goldhill (1986) 280f., Zeitlin 
(1994), Segal (21997) 220f., Blundell, Cairns, Craik and Rabinowitz (2013) 10, Thumiger (2013), Fischer-Lichte 
(2014) 38-40. 
394 Padel (1990) 358. 
395 See Dale (1969) 121, Bremer (1976) 29, 35. 
396 Cf. Goldhill (1986) 280.  
397 Taplin (22003) 44, Taplin (2007) 57. Taplin neither explains his concept of ‘decorum’ nor whether he sees it 
operative in Clytaemestra (as Sommerstein (1980a) 74 n. 32 understands) or her actor. On the (in)applicability of 
decorum in this scene, see Burnett (1998) 112 n. 48, Marshall (2017) 119. 
398 See Clark (1956) 3: ‘To be naked is to be deprived of our clothes, and the word implies some of the embarrass-
ment most of us feel in that condition. The word “nude,” on the other hand, carries, in educated usage, no uncom-
fortable overtone. The vague image it projects [is] … a balanced, prosperous, and confident body: the body re-
formed’. Clark’s assessment has been criticised for its privileging of the nude over the naked, and the male deval-
uation of the naked female body it implies. Berger has prominently re-evaluated Clark’s naked/nude dichotomy: 
‘[t]o be naked is to be oneself. To be nude is to be seen by others and yet not recognized for oneself … Nakedness 
reveals itself. Nudity is placed on display’ (Berger (1972) 54). Feminist scholars, too, have celebrated the natural-
ness of nakedness. Cf. Mulvey (1975) 11, Kuhn (1985) 11f., Miles (1989) 14-16, Nead (1992) 13f.  
399 Barcan (2004) 6.  
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already in representation’.400 Barcan’s Nudity: A Cultural Anatomy further explores the social 
condition of the undressed body. Drawing on a broad theoretical foundation, ranging from Erv-
ing Goffman’s examinations of the ‘orientational’ nature of bodily display and Mario Perniola’s 
work on the culture-dependency of clothing and nudity to Michel Foucault’s ‘technologies of 
the body’ and Judith Butler’s assessment of the body as ‘made up’ in social performance,401 
Barcan argues that undress needs to be understood as ‘intersubjective: it could not exist without 
the gaze of the other’.402 Only in a social context does undress come to mean at all.  
As a result, it defies, in particular, a universal definition based on the degree of visible 
exposure and/or the kinds of body parts exposed. Undress is part of ‘a whole complex matter 
of being [in]sufficiently or [in]appropriately clothed’ and ‘context- and code-driven rather than 
… intrinsic to the piece of clothing’ or its absence.403 Whether a body (part) is perceived as 
undressed, and how its unveiling is evaluated, may differ quite substantially, even as the amount 
of skin revealed remains exactly the same: as the social parameters of the gender, age, occupa-
tion and societal standing of the unveiling individual(s) and their onlooker(s) change, their re-
lationships to each other differ, the degree of sexualisation, eroticism and desire shifts, or, in-
deed, the overall cultural and religious framework, so too may assessments of the situation as 
an instance of undressing. As social theorists like Ruth Barcan remind us, in each case, the 
onlooker makes a judgment as to whether or not the specific bodily display strikes them as 
particularly marked, indecent or inappropriate. Only if it does will they treat the display as 
undress. Thus, rather than a side-effect of a specific degree of physical uncovering, undress is 
centrally dependent on its evaluating audience. An old man without any clothes at a German 
lakeside may register as significantly less undressed to his local audience than a bare-headed 
young woman in an Iranian city may register for hers.404 Undress always presupposes other, 
preceding socio-cultural processes, assumptions and judgments of undressing. 
If Classical scholars nonetheless base their interpretations of dramatic undress primarily 
on its physical visibility, they perpetuate, at worst, a belief that there may be an unmediated 
category of undress – a belief that has been rightly challenged in other fields of research and, 
indeed, in other areas of Classical scholarship. At the very least, however, they sideline a con-
siderable complexity: the deeply contextual and relational nature of all forms of undressing. 
This complexity frames the present chapter and prompts us to ask the important question of 
 
400 Nead (1992) 15. 
401 See Goffman (1965), Foucault (1984), Butler (1988), Perniola (1989), Butler (1993), Butler (22006). 
402 Barcan (2004) 23.  
403 Barcan (2004) 17. Bracketed additions are mine but rooted in Barcan’s considerations. Cf. Frank (2005) 97: 
‘[n]udity … lies in the eye of the beholder and not simply in the exposure of the body’s surface, … it is not a state 
of being, but is, rather, a social process’. 
404 On the culturally varied perceptions of undress, see Ableman (1982), Perniola (1989), Gernig (2002), Barcan 
(2004), Möhring (2004), Masquelier (2005), Hoffman (2015). 
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how undressing is conceptualized in characters’ dramatic exchanges. How is it represented in 
tragedy and comedy respectively? Who is said to undress, when and why, and what dramatic 
role does their undressing play? Finally, and most importantly, how do dramatic discourses of 
undressing relate to the key questions of this thesis: what socio-hierarchical implications are 
ascribed to characters’ undressing, and what is their relationship to the anxieties about social 
performance and mobility that we observed in the first chapter?  
In order to address these matters, I will look first at the varied meanings of undressing in 
Athenian life offstage and demonstrate how self-consciously the (bared) body was put on dis-
play and evoked to demarcate social categories in the democratic city (2.1.1). From the ‘real-
life costumes’ of undressing, I will turn to their tragic and comic representations (2.2, 2.4). 
These will undercut the idea that the undressed body may simply reveal itself to the audience’s 
sensory perception: it emerges in complex processes of social interaction. At the same time, 
dramatic discourses of undressing destabilize the socially differentiating function of undressing 
in Athenian society. As we will see, rather than simply revealing social truth, they are insepa-
rably linked to characters’ constructions of social identity, relationship and power, on the one 
hand, and to questions of epistemological uncertainty and ambiguity, on the other. The discus-
sion sections 2.3 and 2.5 will situate these links in their broader societal frameworks and delin-
eate the representational strategies applied to them in tragedy and comedy respectively.  
 
2.1.1 Contemporary frameworks: civic vision and the undressed body 
 
As I will demonstrate in this section, in fifth-century Athens, viewing and displaying the 
undressed body were deeply laden cultural and social activities. If processes of vision ever 
presuppose acts of interpretation, as I suggested above, this was most certainly and self-con-
sciously the case for the democratic city of Athens – a city associated, in Simon Goldhill’s 
words, with a ‘particular culture of viewing’.405 This culture is, to an extent, the Athenian ex-
pression of a wider Greek pattern. In the intellectual milieu of the time, the complexities of 
vision were a prominent subject. Here we may think of the ‘active nature of seeing’ emerging 
in contemporary theories of optics,406 the visual self-reflexivity of fifth-century vase painting, 
which portrayed people viewing to its viewers,407 or the philosophical and literary engagements 
with the epistemological fallacies of vision. Such engagements arise in Gorgias’ postulation of 
 
405 Goldhill (1998) 108. 
406 Squire (2016) 8. Perhaps already in Democritus (Rudolph (2016) 50), but certainly in Plato, vision becomes ‘a 
participatory activity in which humans interact with the external world’ (Nightingale (2016) 57). Cf. Blundell, 
Cairns, Craik and Rabinowitz (2013) 16. 
407 See Grethlein (2016).  
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the non-existence and non-accessibility of true being or Protagoras’ homo mensura para-
digm,408 they underpin Plato’s critique of (dramatic) mimesis,409 and they appear, time and 
again, in tragedy’s concern with the challenges of recognition410 – to name only a few important 
examples.  
At the same time, a more specifically Athenian culture of viewing prevailed in the city’s 
democratic institutions, public practices and profoundly spectatorial civic landscape. In a sense, 
the very capacity of being an Athenian citizen was tightly linked to processes of viewing and 
being viewed.411 From public festivals,412 sacrifices, parades and dramatic performances to the 
law court and the people’s assembly, the citizen functioned as both the agent and the recipient 
of a public, civic gaze. In Chapter One, we could observe with regard to dressing how central 
the negotiation of appearances, the pursuit of being seen in a certain way, was to the perfor-
mance of Athenian citizenship. Spectatorship played a similarly crucial role in this perfor-
mance. The existence of theorika, public funds supporting citizens’ attendance of city festivals, 
captures the extent to which spectatorial participation was not only a pervasive, but also an 
encouraged feature of the Athenian democracy.413 This participation was perceived as the prime 
vehicle of the ‘authority of the audience’, the power wielded by the collective, critical gaze of 
the citizen θεωροί, in the assembly no less than the theatre.414 Only against this background, 
Demosthenes may famously set his public service as a spectator in opposition to Aeschines’ 
theatrical spectacle, ἐτριταγωνίστεις, ἐγὼ δ᾽ ἐθεώρουν (Dem. 18.265); and, against this same 
background, he may seek the citizens’ condemnation of Aeschines’ poor performance ἐν τοῖς 
κοινοῖς καὶ μεγίστοις τῆς πόλεως πράγμασι, just as they had once driven him from the theatre, 
ἐξεβάλλετ᾽ αὐτὸν καὶ ἐξεσυρίττετ᾽ (Dem. 19.337).415 In a society in which spectatorship and 
citizenship are so closely and self-consciously intertwined, viewing is a fundamentally inter-
pretative process that plays a significant role in the citizen’s (self-)constitution.  
As such, it was continuously activated in the visual landscape and public practice of the 
democratic city. The Parthenon Frieze – the pinnacle of an ambitious and ideologically-
 
408 See Thumiger (2013) 223f., Zimmermann (1998) 161.  
409 Resp. 3.395b9-397e2, 10.595a1-621d3. See note 331 and section 1.5.  
410 See 2.3, especially note 611. On tragedy and the unreliability of vision, see Thumiger (2013), Zeitlin (1994). 
411 See Bassi (1998) 17. Cf.  Goldhill (1998) 108, Goldhill (1999) 4. 
412 See Thuc. 2.38.1, Ar. Nub. 298-313, Isoc. 4.43-45, Ps.-Xen. Ath. Pol. 3.2, on the exceptional frequency of 
festivals at Athens. Cf. Osborne (2017) ad Ath. Pol. 3.2. 
413 While the Theoric Fund was most likely established in the fourth century BCE (cf. Ruschenbusch (1979)), 
Roselli (2009) compellingly argues that ad-hoc theoric payments (theorika) existed already under Pericles. For 
further bibliography, see Roselli (2009) 5 n. 1, Nelson (2016) 289 n. 12.  
414 See Roselli (2011) 44-51, the quote is from page 44.  
415 Cf. Roselli (2011) 50f. Demosthenes draws a similar analogy between theatrical performance/viewing and 
political performance/viewing in 21.226-227. On the political centrality of Athenian spectatorship, see, further-
more, Thuc. 3.38 (Cleon’s rebuke of the Athenians as θεαταὶ τῶν λόγων).  
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motivated building programme416 – is paradigmatic in this context: it presents the citizen with 
a ‘citizen body where distinctions are abolished and all are equal and … may aspire to the same 
rôle’.417 As Robin Osborne has shown, following the civic parade with his eyes, the spectator 
comes to participate in the procession and is drawn ‘to identify with the anonymous citi-
zenry’.418 In the city that frames his existence, the citizen spectator is perpetually called to en-
gage in a ‘reciprocal process of (self-)definition’.419 Portrayals of the body, and the undressed 
body more specifically, lie at the core of this engagement. As Karen Bassi observes, the male 
human shape is ‘the primary locus of meaning and attention in Greek visual culture’.420 As 
such, it takes centre stage in artistic creations, from the statues of unclad kouroi to the naked 
revellers on symposiastic wares. It also underpins the citizens’ competitive physical perfor-
mances – at the great athletic and religious festivals, at contests like the euandria at the Athe-
nian Panathenaea, where male ἀνδρεία was assessed by visual strength and beauty,421 and, if 
we follow Larissa Bonfante’s influential work, in the citizens’ day-to-day social performance 
in the ‘costume’ of nudity at the symposium, the gymnasia and wrestling schools.422 As Bon-
fante has demonstrated, it is in the fifth century BCE that men’s undressing at these venues 
‘comes to mean something special’; nudity becomes a ‘civic practice’ that, like dress elsewhere 
(see 1.1.1), serves as a marker of social distinction.423 Indeed, as Gloria Ferrari has suggested, 
at Athens, even ‘the formal procedure for admission to the deme involved nudity’: at the doki-
masia, a young man’s coming-of-age and inclusion into the citizen register was substantially 
determined by visual assessment.424 The collective viewing of male undress played a significant 
role in the making of the citizen.  
Undress not only served as a visual symbol of male distinction, but also set the citizen apart 
from others – from non-citizens, non-Greeks and women of his own time, and from Greeks of 
past eras alike. In Plato’s assessment, οὐ πολὺς χρόνος ἐξ οὗ τοῖς Ἕλλησιν ἐδόκει αἰσχρὰ εἶναι 
καὶ γελοῖα ἅπερ νῦν τοῖς πολλοῖς τῶν βαρβάρων, γυμνοὺς ἄνδρας ὁρᾶσθαι (Resp. 5.452c6-
8).425 The Greeks of the past, just like the citizen’s synchronic others, were associated with 
 
416 See Rhodes (2018) 78-88. 
417 Osborne (1987) 104. 
418 Osborne (1987) 104. 
419 Goldhill (1998) 107. Cf. Osborne (1987) 103-105. 
420 Bassi (1998) 99. 
421 See Crowther (1985) 286-288.  
422 See Bonfante (1989) 557, 569, Bonfante (1990) 31, 35. On the socio-hierarchical levelling associated with 
nudity, see Miller (2000), Christesen (2002), Christesen (2014) 226-230. 
423 Bonfante (1989) 556. Cf. Bonfante (1990) 28-35. For the idea of a historical origin of nudity in the eighth to 
fifth centuries BCE, see also Arieti (1975), Mouratidis (1985).  
424 Ferrari (2002) 122. Cf. Robertson (2000). Physical assessments of maturity may also have preceded athletic 
contests (Edmonds III (2012) 172 n. 19). 
425 See also Thuc. 1.5-6, Xen. Lac. 7.3, on the link between athletic nudity and democratization. Cf. Christesen 
(2014) 228. 
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different, often less favourable costumes of nudity, other social constructs of undress. Scholars 
have identified Homeric epic as a particularly important contrast in this regard.426 Here, repre-
sentations of nakedness appear to be both rare – note their absence in athletic contexts427 – and 
very differently evaluated: associations of shame, ridicule and vulnerable exposure are among 
the most prominent. Apparent in the Homeric concern with the mutilation of the naked corpse428 
and epitomized in Hector’s abused and humiliated body in Iliad 22,429 such connotations have 
been noted in two epic scenes in particular: the Thersites episode of Iliad 2.257-264 and the 
encounter between Odysseus and Nausicaa in Odyssey 6.126-129, 217-222. In the former, 
Odysseus threatens to strip Thersites and run him naked from the heroes’ assembly and, in the 
latter, he is ashamed to appear soiled and naked before the Phaeacian princess. Scholars have 
singled out both scenes as evidence of a shame-based concept of undress in Homer, differing 
profoundly from the positive male nudity of the fifth century.430  
Upon closer scrutiny, however, the Homeric paradigm is more complex than scholarship 
has generally allowed. While there is a strong sense of shameful nakedness, it is tied to very 
specific circumstances. Thus, Odysseus’ grimy appearance, σμερδαλέος … κεκακωμένος 
ἅλμῃ,431 and, more strikingly, the physical deformity of Thersites, αἴσχιστος δὲ ἀνὴρ ὑπὸ Ἴλιον 
(Il. 2.216), play a significant role in the embarrassment of their undress.432 In each case, the 
undress reveals a physical state that is, temporarily or continuously, inappropriate for a Homeric 
hero. And, significantly, all examples mentioned above – Thersites’ stripping, Odysseus’ na-
kedness and the posthumous exposure of Homeric warriors – refer to involuntary nudity. Ar-
guably, the shamefulness of this undress lies, not in their physical display as such, but in the 
passivity and impotence it signals. In fact, alongside and within these same scenes, we encoun-
ter a distinctly more positive notion of Homeric undress. As Larissa Bonfante observes, a ‘new 
idea’ of nudity appears in Priam’s evocation of the beautiful death of the young and violently 
exposed warrior in Iliad 22.73: πάντα δὲ καλὰ θανόντι περ, ὅττι φανήῃ.433 Here, the concept of 
a hero’s bared physique as the glorified embodiment of his identity momentarily overrides the 
humiliating quality of his stripping. Hence, we find even Hector’s exposed corpse, a site of 
 
426 Cf. Bonfante (1989) 547, Bonfante (1990) 30, Christesen (2002) 23, Tyrell (2004) 70, Nwachukwu (2005) 148. 
427 In Homer, athletes wear loin-cloths: Il. 23.685, 23.710, Od. 18.30. 
428 See Il. 12.389, 12.399, 12.428, 16.312, 16.400; Od. 6.222, 10.301, 10.341, 22.1. On the Homeric ‘theme of the 
mutilation of the corpse’, see Segal (1971). 
429 See Il. 22.367-403. In 22.373 (ἦ μάλα δὴ μαλακώτερος ἀμφάασθαι), an anonymous vaunt ridicules the effem-
inate softness of Hector’s exposed corpse. 
430 Cf. Christesen (2002) 23, Tyrell (2004) 70, Nwachukwu (2005) 148. 
431 Od. 6.137. Cf. 6.218-219. Odysseus’ appearance reflects his degradation from heroic station: a mere day before, 
he arrived at Scheria swollen and oozing seawater, unable to breathe or speak – barely a living human being at all 
(Od. 5.455-457). 
432 Nausicaa’s unmarried, noble status adds to the shamefulness of Odysseus’ undress (cf. Bonfante (1989) 547).  
433 Bonfante (1989) 547f. Here, Priam juxtaposes the hideous nakedness of an old man’s corpse with a young 
warrior’s ‘beautiful death’. On this motif, see Vernant (1991), Derderian (2001) 42. 
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intense future degradation, admired for its exceptional beauty: υἷες Ἀχαιῶν | … θηήσαντο φυὴν 
καὶ εἶδος ἀγητὸν | Ἕκτορος (Il. 22.369-371). In the image of his bared body, the Homeric hero 
may become visible. Indeed, the very same Odysseus whose shameful nakedness features so 
prominently in the Nausicaa scene may advertise his heroism elsewhere precisely with acts of 
undressing. Only temporarily concealed by grime, artificial aging and beggarly rags, Odysseus’ 
true identity is disclosed in gradual revelations of his heroic body – his mighty thighs, broad 
shoulders, chest and arms (Od. 18.66-69), his scar (Od. 19.474-475, 21.207, 21.221) and, fi-
nally, his whole self: αὐτὰρ ὁ γυμνώθη ῥακέων πολύμητις Ὀδυσσεύς, as we read in the first 
line of Odyssey 22. A related sense of heroic visibility underpins also Achilles’ famous words 
to Lycaon in Il. 21.108: οὐχ ὁράᾳς οἷος καὶ ἐγὼ καλός τε μέγας τε.434 The undressed heroic 
body thus becomes a quintessential site of the invariable visual distinction of the Homeric hero, 
in beauty, strength and stature (see 1.1.1). We must, therefore, acknowledge that there are at 
least two important Homeric conceptualizations of undress, and that only one of them, the 
shameful degradation feared by Odysseus on Scheria and the Iliadic Thersites, provides a true 
contrast for the fifth-century notion of self-affirmative civic nudity. The other, conversely, may 
be better understood as a foundational ‘model’435 for the Athenian paradigm: just like the Ho-
meric idea of the hero’s physical immediacy, the citizen’s undress proclaims its own authentic-
ity and unmediated access to an essential layer of being – a true masculine civic identity, in this 
case. As we will see below, in Classical Athens, this claim does not remain without challenge. 
More immediate ‘others’ for the Athenian costume of male nudity emerge as we proceed 
from the diachronic comparanda of Homeric epic to different synchronic concepts of undress. 
The idea of shame-based nudity among barbarians is particularly frequently invoked by con-
temporary Greek authors in a spirit of self-distinction. In the words of Herodotus, παρὰ γὰρ 
τοῖς Λυδοῖσι, σχεδὸν δὲ καὶ παρὰ τοῖσι ἄλλοισι βαρβάροισι, καὶ ἄνδρα ὀφθῆναι γυμνὸν ἐς 
αἰσχύνην μεγάλην φέρει (Hdt. 1.10.3).436 Women as well were associated with a mode of un-
dressing highly distinct from the civic ideal of male nudity. For an honourable Greek woman 
in the fifth century, especially in Athens,437 the costume of undress is one of shame, impropriety 
and undue sexuality.438 Thus, it is diametrically opposed to the modest physical cover expected 
for the respectable wife, daughter and mother of a citizen.439 In the Greek imagination, a 
 
434 Il. 13.278-286 describes the hero’s distinction by his unchanging (read: fearless) skin colour. 
435 Bassi (1998) 6 argues for a Homeric precedent of Athenian ideas of nudity. 
436 On nudity in Herodotus, see Soares (2014). 
437 See Bonfante (1989) 561: ‘The contrast between men and women was most marked in Athens … The equality 
among male citizens in the political life of the city, based on their equality on the battlefield in the hoplite phalanx, 
widened the distance between public and private life, and consequently between the worlds of men and women’. 
Cf. Wood (1988) 117f., Jameson (1997) 96, Christesen (2014) 230. 
438 Bonfante (1989) 558. 
439 See Cairns (1993) 120-125, 185-188, 305-340. Cf. Zweig (1992) 84, Cohen (1997) 77. 
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woman’s propriety and status, her αἰδώς, is closely linked to her veiling in public, especially in 
the presence of male strangers.440 Her disrobing, in turn, is associated with her abandonment of 
αἰδώς. In the words of Herodotus’ Gyges, ἅμα δὲ κιθῶνι ἐκδυομένῳ συνεκδύεται καὶ τὴν αἰδῶ 
γυνή (Hdt. 1.8). For an Athenian woman, the barbarian taboo against public undress very much 
applies.441 For her, nudity is socially condoned only in the presence of her husband. From the 
first, symbolic unveiling (anakalyptêria) at her wedding ceremony,442 it is reserved for him 
alone – as is the sexual intercourse closely associated with her unveiling.443 Exposed, or even 
exposing herself, to another man, a woman exchanges the cover of αἰδώς for a costume of 
shameful transgression. Thus, perhaps unsurprisingly, female undressing is restricted in fifth-
century public art to two principal cases: respectable women unveiled through violation or rape 
and non-respectable women, hetairai, pornai or other sex workers, whose undress exhibits pre-
cisely the female sexuality denied to and concealed in honourable woman.444  
In other words, the ideological line between the costumes of nudity ascribed to the Athe-
nian citizen male, on the one hand, and to barbarians and women, on the other, was profound. 
And yet, as their emphatic distinction suggests, this divide was nonetheless prone to (anxieties 
of) slippage. We find challenges to the celebrated ideal of male nudity in both contemporary 
visual art and oratory. In the former, it is destabilized by the ambiguous physical display of the 
hetaira.445 As Mireille Lee has shown, in fifth-century vase painting, hetairai could not only 
share the posture and iconography of citizen wives,446 but the elevated nudity of the male citi-
zen: ‘[t]he similarity, if not parity, of male and female undress in symposion scenes is illustrated 
by many scenes of hetairai reclining on the same level with their male counterparts, in the same 
state of undress’.447 As such, the hetaira’s nudity transgresses the traditional images of feminine 
cover and passivized female exposure. Indeed, as famous hetairai like Aspasia, Phryne or The-
odote epitomize,448 hetairai could successfully manipulate their erotic self-presentation and 
 
440 See Armstrong and Ratchford (1985) 6, Cairns (1996) 80, Llewellyn-Jones (2003) 155-171. Women’s veiling 
attests to the visuality of αἰδώς: ‘aidos is in the eyes, according to Greek feeling; … respectable women use their 
veil to avoid eye-contact with men’ (Armstrong and Ratchford (1985) 6).  
441 While Gyges’ gnome appears in a barbarian context in Herodotus (cf. Hdt. 1.10.3), it may derive from a Greek, 
perhaps even tragic, source (Raubitschek (1957) 139f.). 
442 On the anakalyptêria, see Cairns (1996) 80 n. 19, Ferrari (2002) 186-190, Ferrari (2003) 32-35, Llewellyn-
Jones (2003) 241-247, Gherchanoc (2006), Lee (2015) 211f. 
443 See Cairns (1996) 80f.  
444 See Bonfante (1989) 560, Bonfante (1990) 33, Cohen (1997) 72-77, Lee (2015) 190. On the eroticism of female 
nudity in Greek art, see Gerber (1978) 207, Cohen (1997) 69f., Salzman-Mitchell (2012) 141f., 146, Lee (2015) 
100, 194 n. 141. On vases, honourable women also appear in bathing and grooming scenes, most likely intended 
for domestic use among females (Sutton (2009) 84). Cf. Kreilinger (2006). 
445 The (erotic) nudity of female bathers, identified as hetairai or honourable women, especially as parthenoi at 
the prenuptial bath (Kreilinger (2006), Sutton (2009), Lee (2015) 184-186), additionally complicates the picture. 
446 See Sutton (2009) 67, Lee (2015) 183f. 
447 Lee (2015) 183. 
448 See Henry (1995), Jarratt and Ong (1995), Morales (2011), Goldhill (1998). 
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challenge the male-centred politics of the gaze in Classical Athens.449 The unsettling force of 
female nudity that the hetaira embodies resurfaces vividly at a later stage: in the controversies 
and sensational responses surrounding the (in)famous Knidian Aphrodite – the first woman of 
elevated status to command the naked beauty of the hetaira in monumental shape.450 Both rep-
resentations of female undress raise the question of how self-consciously naked, how sexually 
appealing, a woman – a goddess – could be portrayed to be, without destabilizing ideas of 
feminine modesty or the exclusive distinction of male nudity. 
But it was not only female nudity that could be challenging to contemporary idea(l)s of 
masculine undress. The very limited scope of the citizen’s self-affirmative nudity allowed for 
the potential of destabilization from within.451 As Aeschines’ Against Timarchus reveals, the 
same bodily display that served as a symbol of male distinction at the gymnasium or wrestling 
school became a marker of male depravity in the people’s assembly – a place where even a bare 
arm could register as improper exposure, θρασύ τι, among modest orators (1.25).452 In this light, 
Aeschines describes how Timarchus shamelessly exposed himself, athlete-style, in the assem-
bly: ῥίψας θοἰμάτιον | γυμνὸς ἐπαγκρατίαζεν ἐν τῇ ἐκκλησίᾳ (1.26). Not just the context, how-
ever, but also a man’s physique could curtail his access to elevating forms of nudity. Accord-
ingly, Aeschines’ critique culminates in a condemnation of Timarchus’ physical state, κακῶς 
καὶ αἰσχρῶς διακείμενος τὸ σῶμα ὑπὸ μέθης καὶ βδελυρίας (1.26). This particular lack of 
proper cover is so shameful that it prompts other assemblymen to cover themselves in embar-
rassment (1.26). In Aristophanes’ Frogs, a comparable failure to display a well-maintained, 
athletic body leads, in comic fashion, to the ridicule and physical abuse of a torch runner at the 
Panathenaea, βραδὺς ἄνθρωπός τις … κύψας | λευκός, πίων, ὑπολειπόμενος | καὶ δεινὰ ποιῶν 
(Ran. 1091-1093). Well within the contextual remits of masculine self-display, the man is none-
theless excluded from the customary praise of male nudity due to his non-ideal body.453 
As this humiliating image so vividly captures, for the Athenian male of the fifth century 
BCE, undressing was a civic activity constructed and contested in the collective gaze of the 
citizens. Thus, it is constantly faced, from both within and without, with the challenge of un-
settlingly different concepts of exposure – with more degrading, emasculating forms of male 
nudity, on the one hand, and more powerful, transgressive forms of female undressing, on the 
 
449 See Goldhill (1998) 113. 
450 See Havelock (1995) 10f., Squire (2011) 88-96, Lee (2015) 187-189. The Knidia also reminds us that Greek 
attitudes to female nudity changed over time: in Hellenistic art, female nudity became widely represented (Bon-
fante (1989) 567). 
451 Note also Hurwit’s observation that Greek art does not only display ‘heroic’ male nudity, but a range of male 
nudities, including the exposure and vulnerability elsewhere associated with women (Hurwit (2007)). 
452 On Aeschines’ criticism of Timarchus’ appearance, see Mann (2009) 150f. 
453 See also the caricatures of overweight athletes and dwarfish, pot-bellied symposiasts in Athenian vase painting 
(Mitchell (2009) 235-242). On the ridiculousness of old men’s undressing, see note 644. 
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other. In full appreciation of both the contemporary significance of the citizen’s self-perfor-
mance in a positively-connoted and affirmative civic nudity as well as the contested grounds 
on which this conceptualization rests, let us turn to the Athenian theatre of the time. Drama is 
the one place where all undressing is, quite literally and self-consciously, dressing. It is here, I 
propose, that the ideas and social norms of undressing become uniquely apparent and their fault 































454 See Bassi (1998) 41: ‘the theatre is precisely the place where the political regulations and disciplinary practices 
that produce an ostensibly coherent gender are effectively placed into view’. Cf. Duncan (2006) 10. The same 
applies to the production of social identity more widely.  
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2.2 TRAGIC UNDRESSING  
 
2.2.1 Clytaemestra’s breast-baring appeal 
 
Let me begin my examination of the tragic representations of undressing by returning, in 
detail, to Clytaemestra’s entreaty in Aeschylus’ Libation-Bearers. As will become apparent, 
this scene provides us with an important foundational instance of the language of undressing in 
Athenian tragedy. Going beyond the stagecraft-centred readings of this scene, I will argue that 
it involves a set of discourses that significantly constitute and shape the undress at its core. As 
I will show, the most prominent of these conceptualizes undress as the privileged expression, 
and physical proof of, an intimate social relationship. Like Hecuba’s appeal to Hector in Iliad 
22, Clytaemestra’s entreaty self-consciously constructs her bared breast as the immediate em-
bodiment of a special bond between mother and son – a bond on which claims of social reci-
procity and responsibility may be staked. In contrast to the Homeric paradigm, however, this 
bond is explicitly cast into doubt by the self-serving expediency of the tragic appeal. Clytae-
mestra evokes her maternal breast to prevent her own death at Orestes’ hands. We will shed 
further light on her self-baring by considering its reception in Euripides’ Electra and Orestes 
and by examining two earlier scenes in Libation-Bearers: the appearance of Orestes’ nurse 
Cilissa and Clytaemestra’s dream of suckling a snake. The suggestion of two further, destabi-
lizing discourses of Clytaemestra’s breast-baring – as a tool of self-empowerment and a sign of 
sexual transgression – will conclude our discussion of the scene. 
 
(i) Clytaemestra’s maternal discourse in Libation-Bearers 
 
Unlike most other tragic instances of undressing, Clytaemestra’s invocation of her breast 
occurs within an argumentative interaction and in a dramatic situation of imminent danger. As 
part of an appeal for mercy and reverence (αἰδώς), it follows immediately upon Orestes’ threat 
against Clytaemestra’s life in Cho. 894-895: φιλεῖς τὸν ἄνδρα; τοιγὰρ ἐν ταὐτῷ τάφῳ | κείσῃ. 
In these lines, Orestes frames their relationship in the terms of an utmost disassociation between 
mother and son: portrayed as the φίλος of Aegisthus, her husband’s murderer and usurper, Cly-
taemestra is notably removed from her position as a φίλος to Agamemnon and, by extension, 
from any ties of φιλία to Orestes himself.455 A φίλος to Aegisthus in life, she shall be a φίλος 
 
455 On Clytaemestra’s re-casting from φίλος to ἐχθρός before the matricide, see Goldhill (1984) 179. Euripides’ 
Orestes features a similar process (Porter (1994) 143f.).  
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to him in death – and thus, we may add, just like he, an ἐχθρός to Orestes. In line with the 
traditional Greek imperative of harming one’s enemies (ἐχθροί) and helping one’s friends 
(φίλοι),456 it is this ἔχθρα that may suggest a moral legitimacy for Orestes’ matricide. Conse-
quently, Clytaemestra needs to counter the idea of an ἔχθρα-relationship between herself and 
her son by all means. The deliberate conceptualization of her bared breast, I propose, plays a 
crucial role in this endeavour. 
In response to Orestes’ threat, Clytaemestra emphatically evokes her motherly breast and 
addresses him as follows: ἐπίσχες, ὦ παῖ, τόνδε δ᾽ αἴδεσαι, τέκνον, | μαστόν, πρὸς ὧ σὺ πολλὰ 
δὴ βρίζων ἅμα | οὔλοισιν ἐξήμελξας εὐτραφὲς γάλα (Cho. 896-898). In so doing, she deictically 
directs Orestes’ attention to her μαστός as the physical embodiment of the maternal care and 
nurture he received as an infant.457 This breast, Clytaemestra asserts, is where he drowsed in 
contentment (πρὸς ὧ σὺ πολλὰ δὴ βρίζων) and where he suckled well-nourishing milk 
(οὔλοισιν ἐξήμελξας εὐτραφὲς γάλα). The combined effect of Clytaemestra’s deixis, her emo-
tive terminology and the intimate, haptic closeness of the image evokes a vivid picture of a 
bared motherly breast – quite irrespective of whether it found any material expression on the 
Athenian stage.458 At this point, a maternal breast is conjured up to the imagination of both 
Orestes and the audience in a very particular sense: as the immediate, metonymic expression of 
the relationship between a son and his mother, the one who gave life and sustenance to his 
infant self. In ancient thought, this motherly care, especially the τροφή associated with the nur-
turing breast, incurs a ‘debt’ in the cared-for child upon which a reciprocal claim for repayment 
and αἰδώς may be staked.459 As Douglas Cairns observes, ‘the requirement that one should 
show aidōs to one’s mother is backed up by the strongest of sanctions’.460 As a result, a mother 
takes, in particular, a privileged position among her child’s φίλοι – she is one of their closest 
social relations and benefactors and deserves their reverence and care, particularly in her old 
age.461 In Clytaemestra’s words, ἐγώ σ᾽ ἔθρεψα, σὺν δὲ γηράναι θέλω (Cho. 908). By mapping 
an image of loving motherly nurture onto the breast she bares, Clytaemestra urges Orestes to 
recognise her as his mother, as the participant in a primal relationship of φιλία, and to follow 
 
456 See Blundell (1991), Konstan (1997) 53-92. 
457 The word μαστός is closely linked to breast-feeding nourishment (LSJ online, s.v. μαστός). 
458 The ‘Getty Vase’ (Paestan neck-amphora, 340-330 BCE, Painter of Würzburg H 5739, J. Paul Getty Museum, 
Malibu) and a silver seal (c. 400 BCE) depict precisely this scene (Taplin (2007) 56): for the creators of these 
objects, who draw on Aeschylus’ innovation of a breast-centred appeal, the scene conveys the image of a bared 
breast. Indeed, among vases, the ‘Getty Vase’ is rare in its deliberate female self-exposure (Lee (2015) 194). While 
this does not conclusively reveal the scene’s staging, it suggests the theatrical vision it created. Clytaemestra’s 
deictic reference to her breast may well function as a deixis am Phantasma, indicating an object ‘brought into 
existence by the very act of pretending to designate’ (Felson (2004) 254, cf. Mueller (2016a) 8).  
459 Cairns (1993) 91. 
460 Cairns (1993) 91. 
461 Cairns (1993) 200. Cf. Od. 2.130-131: Ἀντίνο᾽, οὔ πῶς ἔστι δόμων ἀέκουσαν ἀπῶσαι | ἥ μ᾽ ἔτεχ᾽, ἥ μ᾽ ἔθρεψε. 
On the link between αἰδώς and φιλία, see Benveniste (1973) 277f., Goldhill (1984) 179f.  
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the obligations of αἰδώς this relationship demands. And indeed, Orestes is stopped in his tracks: 
Πυλάδη, τί δράσω; μητέρ᾽ αἰδέσθω κτανεῖν; (Cho. 899). ‘Mother’, he calls Clytaemestra, for 
the first and only time in the Oresteia,462 and is at a loss about how to reconcile the familial 
bond this maternal identity implies, and the αἰδώς it commands, with the murder he intends to 
commit. For a significant moment, he fully accepts the motherly vision that Clytaemestra’s 
breast-baring appeal so vividly creates.  
 
(ii) The discourse re-dramatized in Euripides’ Electra and Orestes 
 
In the two Euripidean treatments of the scene, in Electra and Orestes, Clytaemestra’s self-
unveiling finds even stronger acceptance among other characters. In the exchanges between 
Orestes and Electra in Electra as well as between Tyndareus and Orestes in Orestes, Clytae-
mestra’s self-baring is interpreted as an intrinsically maternal and piteous gesture. Indeed, in 
both plays, it is no longer a part of the ongoing stage action, as in Aeschylus’ Libation-Bear-
ers,463 but a subject raised by other characters and ‘focalized’464 as the expression of a particu-
larly heart-breaking fate. Thus, in Euripides’ Electra, Clytaemestra’s appeal occurs in the words 
of her children. Here, it is portrayed as the epitome of the play’s final dramatization of the 
horrors of the matricide just committed. After repeated exclamations of the dreadfulness of the 
deed, by Clytaemestra, the chorus, Electra and Orestes,465 the play proceeds to the siblings’ 
description of the act itself. Orestes466 immediately turns to Clytaemestra’s self-baring: κατεῖδες 
οἷον ἁ τάλαιν’ ἔξω πέπλων | ἔβαλεν ἔδειξε μαστὸν ἐν φοναῖσιν, | ἰώ μοι, πρὸς πέδωι | τιθεῖσα 
γόνιμα μέλεα; (El. 1206-1209). ‘Did you see how…?’, he asks Electra and thus initiates a col-
laborative re-evocation of the scene, coloured by their own traumatic experience: in her wretch-
edness (ἁ τάλαινα), Clytaemestra tore from beneath her clothes her motherly breast and showed 
it to her murderous children, ἔβαλεν ἔδειξε μαστὸν ἐν φοναῖσιν, as she cast to the ground the 
limbs that gave them life, γόνιμα μέλεα. Even before any supplication is uttered,467 the very 
sight of this motherly exhibition causes Orestes to ‘melt’ in pitiful sorrow: τακόμαν δ’ ἐγώ (El. 
1209).468 Indeed, as we learn soon afterwards, he is affected by this vision so strongly that he 
can only commit the matricide while blocking out any sight: ἐγὼ μὲν ἐπιβαλὼν φάρη κόραις 
 
462 Cf. Garvie (1986) ad Cho. 899, O’Neill (1998) 222. 
463 See Garvie (1986) ad Cho. 896-898: ‘only here in extant tragedy is such a scene actually presented on stage’. 
464 de Jong (1991) 74, 63-116. 
465 See El. 1165 (Clytaemestra), 1168-1170 (chorus), 1172-1174 (chorus), 1182-1184 (Electra), 1186-1188 (cho-
rus), 1190-1197 (Orestes). 
466 Demetrius Triclinius ascribes El. 1206-1209 to Orestes (see Donzelli’s Teubner edition of 1995). 
467 See El. 1215: τέκος ἐμόν, λιταίνω. 
468 Cropp (22013) ad El. 1206-1209: ‘Euripides often uses (συν)τήκομαι for disabling emotions such as grief, 
misery and anguish’. See El. 208, 240, Hec. 433f., Med. 159. Cf. Od. 8.522, 19.204, 19.208, Soph. El. 283. 
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ἐμαῖς | φασγάνωι κατηρξάμαν (El. 1221-1222).469 Even in death, Orestes insists that Clytae-
mestra be covered (El. 1227: λαβοῦ, κάλυπτε μέλεα ματέρος πέπλοις), revealing a new deter-
mination to properly conceal her exposure from sight – as is the due of a mother and φίλος, not 
a slain enemy.470 While Orestes and Electra retrospectively interpret Clytaemestra’s self-expo-
sure as the embodiment of her maternal identity, it is by covering their mother’s corpse that 
they ultimately acknowledge the φιλία they share. 
The same positive reading of Clytaemestra’s self-baring features prominently as well in 
Euripides’ Orestes. Here, in an even more complex layering of focalization, it appears in the 
words of Tyndareus, Clytaemestra’s father. While no eye-witness to the scene himself, Tyndar-
eus ‘conjures up before the eyes of his audience’471 Clytaemestra’s entreaty to her son as an 
exceedingly piteous moment and harshly condemns Orestes’ response: ἐπεὶ τίν’ εἶχες, ὦ τάλας, 
ψυχὴν τότε, | ὅτ’ ἐξέβαλλε μαστὸν ἱκετεύουσά σε | μήτηρ; (Or. 526-528).472 ‘What was in your 
mind …?’,473 he asks, and thus raises the question of how precisely Clytaemestra’s gesture 
should be conceptualized and responded to – only to immediately imply that there is only one 
appropriate reaction: ἐγὼ μὲν οὐκ ἰδὼν τἀκεῖ κακὰ | δακρύοις γέροντ’ ὀφθαλμὸν ἐκτήκω τάλας 
(Or. 528-529). Even though Tyndareus, unlike Orestes, never saw the κακά of the scene, his 
eyes – just like Orestes’ in Electra – are melting with tears at the mere thought (δακρύοις 
γέροντ’ ὀφθαλμὸν ἐκτήκω). The emotional effect described thus carries a normative force: a 
motherly breast bared in supplication deserves the empathy and compassion of everyone en-
dowed with normal human sentiment, especially a son and eye-witness.474 And still, the old 
man asserts, τάλας, ‘hard-hearted’, Orestes failed to be moved.  
Unlike in Electra, however, Clytaemestra’s appeal receives another, more critical treat-
ment in Orestes. Responding to his grandfather’s accusations, Orestes presents Clytaemestra’s 
self-baring in a far less favourable light – as a strategic manoeuvre to arouse pity, rather than 
the expression of a genuinely piteous state. If women could simply seek refuge with their chil-
dren after killing their husbands, ‘hunting for so-called pity with their breasts’ (Or. 568: μαστοῖς 
τὸν ἔλεον θηρώμεναι),475 the murder of a spouse would become a mere trifle (Or. 566-570). It 
is the dangerous precedent, the νόμος, potentially established by Clytaemestra’s case that 
 
469 Cf. Zeitlin (1980) 56: ‘Orestes shields his eyes from the sight, not out of primitive terror at the monster, but out 
of shame, of aidôs before his mother (El. 1221), thereby transposing the gesture into the domain of social norms’. 
470 On funerary cover as a duty between φίλοι, see note 556. The φιλία thus acknowledged clashes with the ἔχθρα 
of the matricide. See Electra in El. 1230: ἰδού, φίλαι τε κοὐ φίλαι | φάρεα τάδ᾽ ἀμφιβάλλομεν.  
471 Porter (1994) 121.  
472 Note the enjambment separating σε and μήτηρ (Or. 527-528), the key terms by which Tyndareus evaluates 
Orestes’ behaviour. For a rhetorical analysis of his speech, see Porter (1994) 110-124. 
473 Kovacs (2002b) 471. 
474 For the Greek belief that autopsia, beyond other means of perception, stirs emotion, see de Jong (1991) 172. 
Cf. Trach. 896-897, Soph. El. 761-763, OT 1237-1238. 
475 See Willink (1986) ad Or. 568, on the ‘scornful’ colouring of the definite article (τὸν ἔλεον). 
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Orestes’ murder aimed to stop: τόνδ᾽ ἔπαυσα τὸν νόμον (Or. 571). With this argument, Orestes 
not only opposes Tyndareus, the self-proclaimed guardian of νόμοι (Or. 523), in the manner of 
a fifth-century rhetorician,476 but he makes a very interesting point for our larger concerns: he 
describes Clytaemestra’s breast-baring as a convention self-servingly employed, both by his 
mother, and the hypothetical women following her example, as well as by Tyndareus. After all, 
the old man himself was, as it were, hunting for pity with his daughter’s breast just now.477 
Rather than taking Clytaemestra’s appeal as the pitiful expression of a maternal-filial intimacy 
naturally residing in a mother’s bared breast, Orestes highlights its deliberate and strategic con-
struction. As I will show, in so doing, he may well take his cue from the Aeschylean archetype.  
 
(iii) The discourse destabilized in Libation-Bearers 
 
As I suggested above, Aeschylus’ Orestes accepts Clytaemestra’s image of bared maternity 
initially at face value. We may wonder, however, whether it did not strike the audience as rather 
more ambiguous. After all, unlike Orestes, they are endowed with the privilege of what Froma 
Zeitlin has called the ‘double perspective’ of theatrical vision: they may view the action through 
Orestes’ eyes and partake in the ‘reality effect’ created on stage, most prominently by Clytae-
mestra’s entreaty in this instance; but they may also transcend Orestes’ perspective, viewing 
the action through their own eyes, as spectators of a dramatic performance aware of the theat-
rical nature of the vision created.478 As such, they are able, in particular, to critically evaluate 
the scene in the light of the preceding tragedy – and the literary tradition more widely. Both 
undertakings offer a considerable challenge to Clytaemestra’s portrayal of her undressing. 
As scholars have frequently observed,479 there is one literary precedent, in particular, that 
we need to consider for this scene: Hecuba’s breast-baring entreaty to Hector in Iliad 22.480 
Presenting her son with her naked breast, κόλπον ἀνιεμένη, ἑτέρηφι δὲ μαζὸν ἀνέσχε (Il. 22.80), 
the Homeric queen pleads, Ἕκτορ, τέκνον ἐμόν, τάδε τ᾽ αἴδεο καὶ μ᾽ ἐλέησον | αὐτήν, εἴ ποτέ 
τοι λαθικηδέα μαζὸν ἐπέσχον (Il. 22.82-83). As the verbal correspondence between μαζὸν 
ἀνέσχε and μαζὸν ἐπέσχον underlines, when supplicating the adult Hector, Hecuba re-employs 
precisely the breast-feeding gesture once offered to her infant son. The recreation of this 
 
476 See Porter (1994) 148-152.  
477 On Tyndareus’ strategic use of Clytaemestra’s appeal, see Biehl (1965) ad Or. 527, Porter (1994) 123. 
478 Zeitlin (1994) 141-144. 
479 See Devereux (1976) 203-210, Whallon (1980) 135-136, Sommerstein (1980a) 71, Loraux (1986) 99f., Garner 
(1990) 39f., DeForest (1993) 130, Cohen (1997) 69, O’Neill (1998) 216 and the commentaries by Verrall (1893), 
Tucker (1901), Bowen (1986), Garvie (1986) ad loc.  
480 A discourse of maternal breast-baring also occurs in Eur. Phoen. 1567-1569, as Iocasta tries to prevent her 
sons’ mutual murder: τέκεσι μαστὸν ἔφερεν ἔφερεν | ἱκέτις ἱκέτιν ὀρομένα. Cf. Craik (1988) and Mastronarde 
(1994) ad loc., Papadopoulou (2008) 56f. 
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quintessential maternal behaviour,481 this ‘visual performance of mothering with the maternal 
body at center stage’,482 forms the basis of Hecuba’s Iliadic entreaty – just as it will provide the 
most central point of reference for Clytaemestra’s appeal in Aeschylus’ Libation-Bearers. Like 
Hecuba before her, Clytaemestra addresses her son as the child she bore (Cho. 896: παῖ … 
τέκνον ~ Il. 22.82: τέκνον ἐμόν) and calls for his αἰδώς towards her breast in an emphatic deictic 
gesture (Cho. 896-897: τόνδε … αἴδεσαι … μαστόν ~ Il. 22.82: τάδε … αἴδεο), as the symbol 
of her motherly care (Cho. 898: εὐτραφὲς γάλα ~ Il. 22.83: λαθικηδέα μαζόν).  
The tragic echoes of this famous Iliadic scene are unlikely to have been lost on an Athenian 
theatre audience.483 For at least some of the spectators, Clytaemestra’s breast-baring entreaty 
must have called to mind Hecuba’s moving appeal to her maternal breast and the reciprocal ties 
of the mother-son relationship it evoked. And yet, while recalling (and aligning itself with) the 
acts of this Iliadic mother par excellence, Clytaemestra’s entreaty cannot but also draw attention 
to its differences from the Homeric model. While Hecuba pleads for Hector’s pity for herself 
(Il. 22.82-83: μ᾽ ἐλέησον | αὐτήν), alongside his αἰδώς for her breast,484 Clytaemestra neglects 
any mention of herself, the very target of Orestes’ present contempt and mortal threats. Instead, 
she calls upon his filial obligation towards her maternal breast alone. Rather than reiterating 
Hecuba’s personal captatio misericordiae, Clytaemestra selectively applies the Iliadic para-
digm to a very different setting – and with a very different outcome in mind. In response to her 
son’s murderous intent, she pursues what Beth Cohen has called an ‘ironic reversal’485 of Hec-
uba’s most basic motivation: Clytaemestra does not evoke her breast to save her son’s life, but 
to save her own. Indeed, ἀνδροκμῆτα πέλεκυν in hand (Cho. 889), she shows herself ready to 
pre-empt Orestes’ attack with a murderous deed of her own: εἰδῶμεν εἰ νικῶμεν ἢ νικώμεθα 
(Cho. 890). Employing precisely the maternal gesture and discourse that Hecuba had used, 
Clytaemestra hopes to accomplish the opposite result.  
The intertextual destabilization of Clytaemestra’s motherly image is underlined in the Aes-
chylean tragedy by a challenge to the very basis of her appeal: the capacity of Clytaemestra’s 
unveiled breast to reliably signify a mother’s nurturing care at all. Only a few scenes prior to 
Clytaemestra’s entreaty, Orestes’ old nurse Cilissa enters the stage. She calls us to wonder 
 
481 Despite the existence of wet-nurses, in Homer, motherhood and breast-feeding are prominently linked: Il. 1.414, 
18.54-59, 18.436, 24.58-61, Od. 2.130-131, 12.134, 23.325. The combination of γίγνεσθαι/τίκτειν and τρέφειν 
may also convey the idea of being ‘born and bred’ (Od. 3.28, 4.72), especially at a certain place (Il. 7.199, 10.417) 
or by a certain person (Il. 22.421, Od. 14.140-141). 
482 Stearns (1999) 309. 
483 The Homeric poems were recited at the Panathenaea from the mid-sixth century onwards (West (1996) 27), 
part of the Greek education system and memorized at schools (Verdenius (1970) 210f., Finkelberg (2000) 10f.).  
484 Note that Hecuba, unlike Clytaemestra, appears as the subject agent of her maternal nurture: εἴ ποτέ τοι 
λαθικηδέα μαζὸν ἐπέσχον (Il. 22.83). 
485 Cohen (1997) 69. 
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whether Clytaemestra ever truly, or at any rate exclusively, held the maternal role in Orestes’ 
life that her bared breast is made to evoke. In Cilissa’s account, it was herself, rather than Cly-
taemestra, who fulfilled this position for φίλον Ὀρέστην (Cho. 749) – a φίλος to his nurse, we 
may read, rather than his biological mother: Cilissa provided him with a mother’s loving and 
now unrequited care (Cho. 749-762),486 and she nurtured him as a babe (Cho. 750: ἐξέθρεψα), 
receiving him ‘straight from his mother’s womb’,487 μητρόθεν δεδεγμένη (Cho. 750). This 
phrase recalls Penelope’s description of Eurycleia in Od. 19.354-355 (ἣ κεῖνον δύστηνον ἐὺ 
τρέφεν ἠδ᾽ ἀτίταλλε, | δεξαμένη χείρεσσ᾽, ὅτι μιν πρῶτον τέκε μήτηρ),488 a nurse of whom we 
know that she breast-fed Odysseus as a child (Od. 19.482-483). While neither the Homeric echo 
nor Cilissa’s moving narrative may prove that she alone suckled the child, they succeed, at the 
very least, in denying to Clytaemestra any exclusive claim to this paradigmatic maternal task.489 
By destabilizing Clytaemestra’s ties to maternal τροφή,490 the Cilissa scene undercuts the spe-
cial bond of nurturing φιλία so emphatically mapped upon Clytaemestra’s bared breast. As 
such, it provides a challenge not just to Clytaemestra’s presentation of her own self-baring but 
also to the idea that her bared breast could be a natural, unmediated site of meaning at all. As 
Cilissa reminds us, Clytaemestra’s breast-baring is not, as Anthony Bowen maintains, simply 
what a ‘real mother’ would do ‘as Hector’s mother did’,491 but a deliberate construction of her 
undressing to this effect.  
How much the dramatic vision of Clytaemestra’s breast-baring, from the very beginning 
of the play, relies on complex processes of conceptualization is vividly captured in the dream 
image of her birthing and rearing a snake. Here, the idea of her nurturing breast appears for the 
first time. As the chorus informs Orestes, αὐτὴ προσέσχε μαστὸν ἐν τὠνείρατι (Cho. 531). In 
her dream, Clytaemestra fulfils the maternal τροφή at the very core of both her subsequent 
appeal and Cilissa’s challenge: she herself, αὐτή, offers her breast to the beast. Orestes’ re-
sponse takes the idea yet a step further: οὕφις … μαστὸν ἀμφέχασκ’ ἐμὸν θρεπτήριον (Cho. 
545). The breast offered to the snake, he asserts, is the very breast that nourished him, μαστὸς 
 
486 Consequently, Cilissa’s lament, not Clytaemestra’s, includes the parental ‘commonplace’ (Tucker (1901) ad 
Cho. 748) of the labours spent in vain on a deceased child (Cho. 749-752: τῆς ἐμῆς ψυχῆς τριβήν … καὶ πολλὰ 
καὶ μοχθήρ᾽ ἀνωφέλητ᾽ ἐμοί). Of Tucker’s nine examples of this ‘commonplace’, four refer to a mother’s care and 
nurture (Eur. Supp. 1134-1137, Med. 1029, Hipp. 1144, Hec. 766) and two, more explicitly, to maternal breast-
feeding (Tro. 758-760, Phoen. 1434-1435). 
487 Sommerstein (2008) 750. Cf. Verrall (1893), Tucker (1901), Lloyd-Jones (1970) ad loc. See Chesi (2014) 83-
85, on the nurse’s denial of Clytaemestra’s position as ‘mother-tropheus’. 
488 See Whallon (1958) 273f. 
489 For tragic links between maternity and breast-feeding, see Ion 319, 1372, 1492-1493. Contrary to Garvie (1986) 
and Bowen (1986) ad Cho. 750, Tucker (1901) ad Cho. 746, I believe that Clytaemestra’s assertion of her breast-
feeding is too self-serving to qualify as reliable evidence. 
490 Whallon (1980) 136, Goldhill (1984) 170 and Conacher (1987) 120 convincingly argue that the Cilissa scene 
anticipates the diminution of the mother’s role in a child’s generation and nurture in Eumenides. See also Chesi 
(2014) 91-95, on Agamemnon as ‘father-tropheus’ in Libation-Bearers.  
491 Bowen (1986) ad Cho. 894. 
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ἐμὸς θρεπτήριος. This assertion clearly anticipates both Clytaemestra’s entreaty and Orestes’ 
susceptibility to it,492 but what, if anything, does it do beyond? It certainly does not provide 
conclusive evidence of Clytaemestra’s actual τροφή of her son: the Cilissa scene tells a rather 
different story – and so does, in fact, Orestes’ dream-reading itself. Relying on ‘the report of a 
report of a vision which itself needs interpreting’,493 Orestes’ account is both conditional from 
the start (Cho. 543: εἰ γάρ) and geared towards a specific goal (ὥστε): κρίνω δέ τοί νιν ὥστε 
συγκόλλως ἔχειν (Cho. 542). It does not supply the past (or any reality for that matter), but it 
constructs it in such a way that it can auspiciously foretell the future, via Clytaemestra’s dream 
image. Only if the same breast nurtured both him and the dream snake can Orestes fully align 
himself with the creature – and the dream endow the matricide with a ‘final touch of divine 
assurance’.494 Thus, Orestes’ vision of Clytaemestra’s μαστὸς θρεπτήριος is no less constructed 
than the image of bared maternity that Clytaemestra herself will soon create. 
In Orestes’ account, Clytaemestra’s breast is an even more contested imaginary site. For 
him it is, on the one hand, the maternal, human breast that nourished him, μαστὸς ἐμὸς 
θρεπτήριος, and as such tied to notions of φιλία and αἰδώς: Orestes’ φίλον γάλα in Cho. 546, 
vividly anticipates the εὐτραφὲς γάλα of Clytaemestra’s appeal (Cho. 898).495 On the other 
hand, however, it is the breast that suckles the snake – tellingly called an οὖθαρ, a non-human 
teat,496 in Cho. 532 and belonging to a woman frequently portrayed as a metaphorical she-snake 
herself.497 This breast allows, even rears, Orestes to become (figuratively and/or literally) a 
beast and matricide,498 and thus to overcome any ties of φιλία: ἐκδρακοντωθεὶς δ’ ἐγὼ | κτείνω 
νιν, ὡς τοὔνειρον ἐννέπει τόδε (Cho. 549-550). The dream breast of Orestes’ imagination is 
thus fundamentally hybrid; it oscillates between humanity and bestiality, metaphor and non-
metaphor, dream and reality in both the mother and infant figures it evokes. As Giulia Maria 
Chesi has shown, even the substance it yields to the suckling snake/son is a ‘corrupted breast-
feeding’, a mixture of φίλον γάλα and clotted blood (Cho. 546, cf. 533).499 This image can 
neither affirm nor deny the nurturing φιλία that Clytaemestra’s appeal will claim, nor alleviate 
the doubts of the Cilissa scene nor, indeed, securely predict the success of the matricide – all it 




492 For a psychoanalytic reading of both, see Devereux (1976) 181-218. 
493 Goldhill (1984) 155. On ‘the inconstancy of the visual’ (Goldhill (1984) 122), see Ag. 274-275. 
494 Conacher (1987) 114. 
495 See Chesi (2014) 114. 
496 See Bowen (1986) ad Cho. 533, Garvie (1986) ad loc., xxxvi-xxxvii. 
497 See Whallon (1958) 272, Lebeck (1971) 13-16, Zeitlin (1980) 56, O’Neill (1998) 219f. 
498 See Lebeck (1971) 130, Winnington-Ingram (1983) 135, Goldhill (1984) 156, O’Neill (1998) 221.  
499 Chesi (2014) 135. See Chesi (2014) 134f., on the φιλία asserted and questioned between mother and son. 
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(iv) Clytaemestra’s self-baring as self-empowerment and sexual transgression 
 
I will conclude my discussion of Clytaemestra’s undress by briefly touching upon two fi-
nal, interrelated discourses of her self-unveiling: the bared breast as a token of female self-
empowerment and a marker of sexual transgression. Both concepts of undressing will promi-
nently re-emerge throughout the discussions of this chapter. As we have seen above, Clytae-
mestra’s breast-baring appeal pursues a communicative purpose first and foremost: presenting 
her breast as the very embodiment of maternal τροφή, Clytaemestra seeks to exercise persuasive 
dominion over Orestes – and, at least for a moment, she succeeds. As such, her self-display 
fails to conform to the most prominent costume of respectable women’s undress in the contem-
porary public sphere: the exposure of female vulnerability, often at the hands of a male sexual 
predator (see 2.1.1). Instead, it highlights the proclivity of the Aeschylean Clytaemestra for 
inverting traditional power dynamics. It is a final grasp for control and argumentative superior-
ity in a woman whose transgressive κράτος is evoked from the very beginning of the trilogy.500 
As Mary DeForest observes, Clytaemestra’s breast is ‘wielded … in default of another 
weapon’.501  
Just like Clytaemestra’s striving for power transgresses ancient social norms, so does her 
undressing. When a woman reveals her breast in public, she breaches the norms of female cover 
prescribed by the codes of αἰδώς. As we have seen (2.1.1), these are aimed, in particular, against 
women’s improper sexual relations. Trivial as these concerns may appear in Hecuba’s case, 
they are very pertinent in Clytaemestra’s: associated as she is with adultery and sexual impro-
priety throughout the Oresteia,502 her public self-baring cannot but appear in a more transgres-
sive light to a contemporary audience. As Froma Zeitlin has suggested, for the Athenian citizen 
male, it evokes ‘the basic dilemma posed by the female – the indispensable role of women in 
fertility for the continuity of the group by reason of her mysterious sexuality and the potential 
disruption of that group by its free exercise’.503 Just as Clytaemestra’s breast-baring asserts her 
maternity, it also calls to mind her adultery; her display of sexual compliance is openly tainted 
with sexual licence.504 Thus, we return, one last time, to the polysemous constructedness of her 
 
500 Ag. 10-11, 258-260, 942-943. See also Cho. 600, 891 and Zeitlin (1978) 150f., Goldhill (1984) 33f., DeForest 
(1993). This distinguishes Aeschylus’ Clytaemestra from her depiction on the ‘Getty Vase’ (note 458): while she 
appeals to her son’s αἰδώς, and not his pity, her material counterpart crouches piteously beneath Orestes.  
501 DeForest (1993) 130. 
502 See Zeitlin (1978) 157, Goldhill (1984) 89-98, 159-163, Wohl (1998) 103-110. Clytaemestra’s appeal is framed 
by references to her adultery in Cho. 894-895 and 904-907. 
503 Zeitlin (1978) 158. 
504 Scholars have argued that Clytaemestra’s self-baring is sexually transgressive in yet another sense: ‘a mingled 
appeal of maternity and sexual seductiveness’ (Zeitlin (1978) 157), it recalls, in Loraux’s psychoanalytic reading, 
Helen’s erotic appeal to her husband, ‘[e]ntre le sein que Clytemnestre denude pour son fils et celui que sa soeur 
Hélène dévoile aux regards de l’époux bafoué qui veut la tuer, qui saurait distinguer où est la supplication, où la 
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undressing. Variously evoked, claimed and reclaimed in the Aeschylean tragedy, Clytaemes-
tra’s bared breast firmly resides in the imaginary. As such, it is irreducible, in particular, to a 
single material sight on stage – even if we knew what that sight may have looked like. 
 
2.2.2 Undressing as social transgression 
 
In the final part of my discussion of Clytaemestra’s self-baring, I suggested that, for an 
Athenian audience, a significant tension existed between ideas of undressing and social propri-
ety: especially a woman’s public self-baring could evoke a transgression of αἰδώς. As I will 
show in the present section, this particular reading of undressing is highly pervasive in Athenian 
tragedy, yielding a range of tragic scenes that dramatize undressing precisely as a social trans-
gression and, often explicitly, a breach of αἰδώς. In contrast to the primarily strategic and self-
serving nature of Clytaemestra’s self-baring, in the majority of these scenes, undressing is the 
by-product, indeed a tell-tale marker, of a state of mental and/or emotional frenzy. Given the 
ancient tendency to ascribe such states, in both ritual and profanity, to women in particular,505 
as well as the close association between female modesty and physical cover (see 2.1.1), it is 
unsurprising that tragic discourses of frenzied, transgressive undressing are confined almost 
entirely to female characters. As such, they appear, on the one hand, in tragic portrayals of ritual 
ecstasy, including Bacchic worship and female mourning. We will survey examples from Eu-
ripides’ Bacchae and Phoenician Women below. On the other hand, they are ascribed to women 
in excessive, non-ritual frenzy, such as Euripides’ Phaedra or Hermione. Euripides’ maddened 
Heracles will provide us with an exceptional final example: the only case of a man’s (frenzied) 
self-undressing in extant tragedy. As I will discuss below, the Heracles scene is set apart in yet 
another sense. Delegated to the words of a messenger, it abandons the idea of a materially 







séduction?’ (Loraux (1986) 100). Cf. Devereux (1976) 207-209, Salzman-Mitchell (2012) 142. While tempting, 
given Clytaemestra’s overbearing sexuality in the Oresteia, I find this approach ultimately unconvincing: the 
breast of an older woman, Clytaemestra’s μαστός would not have registered prima facie as erotic. See note 656. 
505 See Zeitlin (1982) 134-135, Just (1989) 132, Carson (1990), Hall (1997) 109, Mendelsohn (2002) 29. On 
women and madness in the ancient imagination, see Padel (1992) 162-192; on women and Bacchic frenzy, Seaford 
(1993), Seaford (2005) 34-37; on women and lament, Holst-Warhaft (1995) 1f., 20-27, Stears (1998) 113-127, 
Alexiou (22002) 6, 10, Tsagalis (2004) 68f., 118-143, 154-165, Dué (2006), Suter (2008). 
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(i) Maenadic and mournful undressing: Bacchae and Phoenician Women 
 
The maenadic ecstasy of Dionysiac worship – the quintessential ritual site for socially 
transgressive female behaviour506 – presents us with a paradigmatic context for women’s fren-
zied self-baring. A characteristic element of maenadic figures in contemporary art,507 the motif 
of Bacchic disrobing features prominently also in Athenian tragedy, as Euripides’ Bacchae may 
exemplify.508 In the messenger account of Bacch. 677-774, we hear of the maenads’ purposeful 
self-display as they loosen their hair in the wilderness (Bacch. 695) and offer a ‘breast bursting 
with milk’ to wild beasts (Bacch. 700). Yet more frequent are the tragedy’s references to mae-
nadic dress accidentally unfastened or dislodged in Bacchic ecstasy: the female worshippers of 
the messenger’s account are described as having to re-fasten their garments after their Bacchic 
raving (Bacch. 696-697),509 and Pentheus as well, once he is in maenadic guise and the very 
image of a Cadmean Bacchant (Bacch. 917), has to undergo similar adjustments in the play’s 
famous dressing scene. Reprimanded by Dionysus (Bacch. 928: ἄλλ᾽ ἐξ ἕδρας σοι πλόκαμος 
ἐξέστηχ᾽ ὅδε), the young king explains that his loosened girdle, revealing plaits and uncovered 
locks result from his maenadic frenzy: προσείων αὐτὸν ἀνασείων τ᾽ ἐγὼ | καὶ βακχιάζων ἐξ 
ἕδρας μεθώρμισα (Bacch. 930-931). Pentheus’ neglect of the norms of female cover – note the 
repetition of ἐξ ἕδρας, ‘from its proper place’, in Dionysus’ reprimand and Pentheus’ reply – is 
self-consciously treated as a visible reflex of his Bacchic ecstasy (βακχιάζων). The maenads’ 
undressing is a paradigmatic expression of their wider breach of social protocol.  
As we will see, the maenadic colouring of socially transgressive undressing persists even 
as we move beyond Bacchic ritual in a narrower sense. As indicated above, all such undressing 
scenes resemble maenadic self-exposure in that they emerge in the context of a character’s 
frenzied disposition – a state of quasi-maenadic ecstasy: ‘[v]iolent frenzy of several kinds’, 
Renate Schlesier asserts, ‘is classified in tragedy under the sign of Dionysus Bacchos and is 
fundamentally related to him’.510 This is most readily apparent as we proceed to ritual mourn-
ing, an activity particularly closely linked to Bacchic mania in ancient Greek thought: both 
practices include a breach of social norms, both foreground the role of women and both have 
 
506 On maenadism as a socially transgressive, out-of-control state, see Seaford (1993), McNally (1978) 102. See 
also Bacch. 35-36, 699-703, where maenads leave their house and hearth, abandoning the female duties of weaving 
and childcare.  
507 Here, maenads frequently appear with uncovered head, lose hair, bare arms and, often, a single bared breast. 
See Bonfante (1989) 560, Green (1991) 41, Cohen (1997) 70, Joyce (2001) 222. 
508 Bacchae is the only extant example of several tragedies depicting Dionysiac themes and characters (Dodds 
(21960) xxviii-xxxiii). 
509 Nonetheless, they are portrayed as a picture of orderliness: θαῦμ᾽ ἰδεῖν εὐκοσμίας (Bacch. 690). Under Diony-
sus’ influence, a new order has superseded customary societal norms. 
510 Schlesier (1993) 101.  
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ties to the polarity of life and death.511 Most importantly for our present concerns, both rituals 
are also associated with gestures of self-exposure: the maenads’ wild hair, bared breasts and 
loose gowns are paralleled in the mourners’ ‘violent tearing of … hair, face and clothes’ and 
the striking of ‘the white bosom that women uncover as they mourn’.512  
This maenadic parallel finds expression in Euripides’ Phoenician Women, where Antigone 
self-consciously portrays herself as a βάκχα νεκύ- | ων, a ‘Bacchant of the dead’ (Phoen. 
1489).513  Responding to the death of her mother and brothers, the young woman describes her 
mournful gestures as emphatically denying customary norms of public cover: ‘neither keeping 
hidden (οὐ προκαλυπτομένα) the delicate skin of my cheek adorned with curls, nor feeling 
shame from maiden modesty (οὐδ’ ὐπὸ παρθενίας … αἰδομένα) for [revealing] the blush below 
my eyes’ (Phoen. 1485-1489). In two negated participles, she explicitly frames her mournful 
conduct, the baring of her face and hair, as a negligence of αἰδώς.514 This propriety had in-
formed her every move earlier in the play: in Phoen. 92-94, Antigone may leave her maiden 
quarters only in the company of an old servant carefully guarding her from view – lest her 
public appearance attract ψόγος for him as well as her; and, at Phoen. 1276, the same sense of 
αἰδώς causes Antigone to shun public appearance: αἰδούμεθ᾽ ὄχλον. In her present state of la-
ment, by contrast, Antigone ‘throws aidos “shame”, “modesty” to the winds’,515 οὐδ’ … 
αἰδομένα (Phoen. 1487-1489), and rushes into the public sphere. It is at this point that she calls 
herself a βάκχα νεκύ- | ων (Phoen. 1489), capturing not only the Bacchic frenzy of her move-
ments but also the Bacchic transgression of her undress. Another pair of participles corroborates 
this reading: κράδεμνα δικοῦσα κόμας ἀπ’ ἐ- | μᾶς, στολίδος κροκόεσσαν ἀνεῖσα τρυφάν 
(Phoen. 1490-1491). If we assume, with Antigone, that the baring of her face already consti-
tuted a breach of αἰδώς, the present removal of her veil and the loosening of her robes must 
have made this breach all the more pronounced.  
This interpretation is particularly compelling if we consider the rich symbolism of female 
veiling at the time. As indicated in section 2.1.1, a woman’s veil was closely associated with 
her αἰδώς and carried strong marital connotations. For an unmarried woman to cast away her 
veil in public was to perform, in front of other men, the unveiling reserved for her husband and 
 
511 See Schlesier (1988) 125 n. 39, Seaford (1994) 322f., Seaford (2005) 36, for parallels between Bacchic worship 
and death ritual. For tragic associations between maenadism and lament, see Sept. 835-836, Hec. 868, Phoen. 
1489, Eur. Supp. 1001, Tro. 307, 342-343, 349. For scholarship on women and lament, see note 505. For the social 
transgression of mourning, see Seaford (1985) 315f., Holst-Warhaft (1995) 27-29. 
512 Alexiou (22002) 6. Cf. Loraux (1987) 58, Mastronarde (1994) ad Phoen. 1490-1491. On Greek lament, see 
Reiner (1938) 43-45, Sourvinou-Inwood (1981) 26; on its ritualized quality, Sourvinou-Inwood (1981) 28, Alexiou 
(22002) 6. See Alexiou (22002) 8, on mournful undressing in contemporary vase painting.  
513 For this expression, see Hec. 1076, Ag. 1235, Her. 1119 and Schlesier (1988), Seaford (2005) 36.  
514 On female cover and αἰδώς, see 2.1.1. 
515 Craik (1988) ad Phoen. 1489. 
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her wedding ceremony.516 In Antigone’s gesture, the connotations of marital inversion are un-
derlined by their Iliadic echoes. As Richard Seaford observes,517 the κρήδεμνον she strikes from 
her head recalls the veil of the Homeric Andromache – a veil removed in a situation of similar 
pathos: as Andromache realizes her husband’s death in Iliad 22.468-470, she casts from her 
head the κρήδεμνον she once received on her wedding day. Not incidentally perhaps, Andro-
mache too rushes into the public sphere μαινάδι ἴση, ‘like a maenad’, before this very gesture 
(Il. 22.460). The Homeric allusion links Antigone’s self-unveiling ever more closely to an in-
version of marital ritual: just like Andromache’s gesture symbolizes the terrible undoing of her 
marriage post factum (Il. 22.470-472),518 Antigone’s self-exposure prematurely enacts a mar-
riage ceremony she may well never experience, μονάδ’ αἰῶνα διάξουσα τὸν αἰ- | εὶ χρόνον 
(Phoen. 1520-1523).519 The dual connotations of maenadic frenzy and perverted marital ritual 
that Antigone assigns to her mournful unveiling position her undressing in a complex frame-
work of social transgression – a framework uniquely appropriate to the intensity of her grief.  
 
(ii) Undressing and emotional frenzy: Euripides’ Phaedra and Hermione 
 
The tragic discourses of undressing examined so far share an important feature: they ad-
dress instances of ritual behaviour, maenadic frenzy and lament respectively. As such, their 
defiance of propriety, striking as it is, nonetheless follows patterns of ritual license.520 Neither 
Pentheus’ dislodged attire nor Antigone’s grievous self-unveiling are described as singular, 
transgressive acts. To a certain extent, their transgression of social convention is in itself part 
of a convention. In the present section, by contrast, the exceptional emotional states of individ-
ual characters appear as the most important cause of their frenzied self-exposures. 
The mad unveiling of Euripides’ Phaedra is a key example: the immediate result of her 
crazed infatuation with her stepson Hippolytus, Phaedra’s undress arises in a prima facie non-
ritual setting. Having ventured outside the palace gates (Hipp. 181), Phaedra longs to cast away 
her headdress and to spread her hair across her shoulders: βαρύ μοι κεφαλῆς ἐπίκρανον ἔχειν, | 
ἄφελ᾽, ἀμπέτασον βόστρυχον ὤμοις (Hipp. 201-202). Regardless of her nurse’s insistent repri-
mands,521 this first desire soon ‘releases’522 a second one, a desperate longing for the outdoors 
and the hunting and taming of wild beasts (Hipp. 208-211, 215-222, 228-231). This betrays not 
 
516 Cf. Craik (1988) ad Phoen. 1490-1491. 
517 See Seaford (1993) 117-121, Seaford (2005) 36.  
518 See Seaford (1994) 333.  
519 See also Antigone’s assertions in Phoen. 1436-1437, 1672-1679. 
520 See Sourvinou-Inwood (1981) 28, Holst-Warhaft (1995) 27-29, Alexiou (22002) 6, on lamentation; Keuls 
(1984) 288f., Henrichs (1978) 121-160, on maenadism.  
521 See Hipp. 203-207, 212-214, 223-227, 232-238. 
522 Cf. Taplin (22003) 70. 
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only Phaedra’s wish to engage in the favourite pastimes of her beloved Hippolytus,523 but also, 
as Renate Schlesier has argued, a Bacchic desire in ‘almost every word’: Phaedra’s urges recall 
the maenadic oreibasia524 – just like her earlier desire to undress may evoke maenadic self-
unveiling. And yet, we are well aware that Phaedra’s maenadism is born, not from Dionysiac 
mania, but from her own illicit passions. Inflicted upon her by a vengeful Aphrodite (Hipp. 
1300-1303), it distorts ritual and social convention alike: τὸ δὲ μαινόμενον κακόν, as Phaedra 
herself will judge her behaviour little later (Hipp. 248).  
If we return once more to the symbolic marital connotations of a woman’s headdress (her 
ἐπίκρανον, in this case), we may go yet a step further: Phaedra’s desire for self-unveiling fig-
uratively inverts the marriage bond to her husband in the pursuit of an extra-marital passion for 
her stepson. Like Clytaemestra’s breach of female propriety in both her adultery and her public 
self-unveiling, Phaedra’s transgressive undressing highlights the transgressiveness of her pas-
sion.525 Phaedra herself makes explicit the violation of aἰδώς inherent in both: once she regains 
her senses in Hipp. 239, she not only recognises the κακόν of her earlier frenzy (Hipp. 248), 
but the shamefulness of her words and, we may add, the desires they expressed: αἰδούμεθα γὰρ 
τὰ λελεγμένα μοι (Hipp. 244). Phaedra’s acknowledgment of her αἰδώς is tellingly flanked by 
two commands in which she calls the nurse to cover her head once more: πάλιν μου κρύψον 
κεφαλήν … κρύπτε (Hipp. 243, 245). As Douglas Cairns has shown, this impulse of self-veiling 
is ‘a typical aidōs-reaction’ common in situations of ‘retrospective shame’.526 Most importantly 
for our present concerns, this impulse suggests Phaedra’s final aspiration to undo, in a visible 
return to the norms of αἰδώς, her earlier αἰδώς-defying exposure and to suppress the illicit urges 
it externalized. 
Just like Phaedra’s undressing, Hermione’s self-exposure in Euripides’ Andromache is por-
trayed as the culmination of a larger breach of propriety. At the same time, it is removed even 
further from the ritual behaviour of Bacchae or Phoenician Women. While Phaedra’s self-un-
veiling certainly transgresses the bounds of ritual and social convention, her undressing arises 
nonetheless from an emotional excess that is divinely ordained.527 Devoid of any such external 
motivation, Hermione’s frenzy is exclusively of her own making. It is her own furious jealousy 
that drives the first part of the play and determines her intent to kill her husband’s concubine 
Andromache and their child in his absence; and, as we will see, it is Hermione’s excessive 
terror, as she regretfully awaits her husband’s return, that gives rise to her self-unveiling in the 
 
523 See, for instance, Dodds (1925) 102. 
524 Schlesier (1993) 109. Cf. Seaford (2005) 35. 
525 Cf. Halleran (1995) ad Hipp. 244. 
526 See Cairns (1993) 292, 296.  
527 See Hipp. 236-238, 241, 1300-1303. 
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latter part of the tragedy. At this point, she rushes onto the stage and, in a fit of lamentation and 
mania,528 sends flying from her head her delicate veil – closely resembling Antigone or Phaedra 
above: ἔρρ᾽ αἰθέριον πλοκαμῶν ἐ- | μῶν ἄπο, λεπτόμιτον φάρος (Andr. 830-831).  
Hermione’s undressing, however, explicitly extends even further. From the vocal rebukes 
of her nurse, we learn of Hermione’s loosened peplos and the baring of her breasts: τέκνον, 
κάλυπτε στέρνα, σύνδησον πέπλους (Andr. 832). As we have seen, a woman’s removal of her 
veil alone could raise connotations of marital subversion and sexual abandon. Hermione’s more 
extensive self-baring would suggest these associations even more strongly. The erotic appeal 
that a young woman’s bared στέρνα could convey in Greek antiquity529 certainly supports this 
reading – and so does Peleus’ invective in the same play against the loose garments and sexual 
morals of Spartan women: running wild, γυμνοῖσι μηροῖς καὶ πέπλοις ἀνειμένοις (Andr. 598), 
they are virtually unable to remain chaste (Andr. 595-596), surpassed in their unrestraint only 
by the most wanton of all, πασῶν κακίστη (Andr. 595), Helen of Sparta herself. Not inci-
dentally, for Peleus, the dangerous transgression of Helen’s sexuality also culminates in a scene 
of breast-baring: as the old man accuses Menelaus, Helen could regain his favour after the 
devastations of the Trojan War by a simple display of her naked breasts (Andr. 626-631). When 
Hermione, Helen’s own daughter, publicly bares her breasts in Andromache, ‘the analogy to 
her mother cannot be lost on the audience’,530 and neither can the sexually transgressive col-
ouring of her undressing.  
This is additionally underlined by Hermione’s bold endorsement of the transgressiveness 
of her acts. Unlike Antigone’s acute awareness of her breach of αἰδώς and Phaedra’s self-con-
scious re-veiling, Hermione openly proclaims the futility of propriety in her present situation: 
τί δὲ στέρνα δεῖ καλύπτειν πέπλοις; (Andr. 833). Since her crimes against her husband lie open, 
δῆλα καὶ ἀμφιφανῆ καὶ ἄκρυπτα (Andr. 834-835), what is the point of covering herself? The 
flawed logic of Hermione’s insistence on piling transgression upon transgression is revealed in 
the nurse’s reproachful emphasis of the childish excess common to both: ὦ παῖ, τὸ λίαν οὔτ’ 
ἐκεῖν’ ἐπήινεσα … οὔτ᾽ αὖ τὸ νῦν σου δεῖμ᾽ ὃ δειμαίνεις ἄγαν (Andr. 866-868).531 Both 
 
528 Note the similarity between Hermione’s acts (Andr. 826-827: σπάραγμα κόμας ὀνύχων τε | δάϊ᾽ ἀμύγματα 
θήσομαι) and traditional lamenting gestures (Lloyd (1994) ad Andr. 825-831, Stevens (1971) ad Andr. 830-831). 
As Lloyd observes ad loc., Hermione’s mournful frenzy is ‘out of proportion as a reaction to her present circum-
stances’. Skouroumouni Stavrinou (2016) 7-9 reads Hermione’s undressing against her opulent dress in Andr. 147-
148.  
529 See Gerber (1978) 203-212, Hec. 558-561. For the play’s juxtaposition of Hermione’s sexualized breast-baring 
and Andromache’s ‘maternal breasts’ in Andr. 224-225, 510-512, see Skouroumouni Stavrinou (2016) 12.  
530 Chong-Gossard (2008) 87. Note the stressed likeness between Hermione and Helen in Andr. 229-230, 619-623. 
On Hermione’s ‘inherit[ed] … lack of sexual restraint’, see McClure (1999) 162. On Helen’s (sexually transgres-
sive) self-baring, see Lloyd (1994) ad Andr. 832, Llewellyn-Jones (2003) 162, Ringer (2016) 110. 
531 The nurse persistently addresses Hermione as a child (Andr. 828: ὦ παῖ, 832: τέκνον, 866: ὦ παῖ, 878: τέκνον) 
and rebukes her fears as exaggerations (Andr. 869, 874-875). Phaedra’s nurse voices similar sentiments almost 
verbatim: οὕτω τὸ λίαν ἧσσον ἐπαινῶ | τοῦ μηδὲν ἄγαν (Hipp. 264-265).  
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Hermione’s current frenzy, the terror that sees her abandon all modesty, and her earlier jealousy 
go beyond (λίαν, ἄγαν) what is proper or appropriate. The nurse’s final rebuke captures the 
shame, αἰσχύνη,532 that may attach to such transgressive self-exhibition: ἀλλ᾽ εἴσιθ᾽ εἴσω μηδὲ 
φαντάζου δόμων | πάροιθε τῶνδε, μή τιν᾽ αἰσχύνην λάβηις (Andr. 876-877).  
 
(iii) Undressing and madness: Euripides’ Heracles 
 
For a final tragic example of frenzied, transgressive undressing, let us turn to Euripides’ 
Heracles and consider the discourses of undressing applied to the eponymous tragic hero – the 
only male character imagined as self-baring in extant tragedy. As in Phaedra’s case, Heracles’ 
undressing is rooted in divinely-sent frenzy; once again, this frenzy is cast in the terms of a 
Dionysiac ritual perverted: struck with madness, Heracles enters what the chorus describes as 
a Bacchic dance led by Lyssa, Λύσσα βακχεύσει (Her. 897), and ending in death, πρὸς αἵματα 
(Her. 892), rather than Dionysiac joy.533 The connotations of Bacchic mania and its perversion 
convey the transgressiveness of all madness in ancient Greek thought: as Charles Segal ob-
serves, ‘[m]adness in Greek literature … manifests a violent disturbance of all the civilized 
codes’.534 Heracles’ particular madness consists of a series of such transgressions: it culminates 
in the delirious murder of his wife and children in Her. 967-1000 and, like other moments of 
tragic frenzy, it involves a bodily display that openly breaches social convention. Yet, in con-
trast to the majority of undressing scenes explored so far, Heracles’ self-exposure does not 
occur on stage, but off: reported in a messenger speech, it uniquely draws our attention to the 
ways in which undressing is created and evaluated in the mind’s eye. 
As Heracles’ servant informs us, in his madness, the hero believes to enter the Isthmian 
Games (Her. 958) and strips himself of his clothes, γυμνὸν σῶμα θεὶς πορπαμάτων (Her. 959). 
Thus bared, he engages in an imaginary fight against an imaginary opponent before proclaiming 
himself καλλίνικος in front of an imaginary audience (Her. 960-962). Regarded at the face-
value of Heracles’ imagination, there could be no venue more suitable to his undress: as detailed 
in section 2.1.1, at athletic contests like the Isthmian Games, male nudity was not just a con-
vention, but treated as a celebrated expression of the contestants’ masculinity and Greek iden-
tity alike. The application of such a positive, self-affirmative idea of undress to the figure of 
Heracles is particularly appropriate: after all, it is his heroism that came to be associated, beyond 
all others, with an athletic prowess mapped onto the bared male body. In Adrian Stähli’s words, 
 
532 Here, αἰσχύνη functions as a synonym of αἰδώς (Cairns (1993) 175 n. 100, 182 n. 11, 293). 
533 On Heracles’ maddened ‘dance’, see also Her. 835-837, 871, 877-879, 889-890, 894-895.  
534 See Segal (21997) 26. 
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Heracles is the ‘Heros par excellence, der sich entkleidet’.535 Indeed, if we follow Heracles’ 
own words in Her. 1269-1270, his σαρκὸς περιβόλαι’ … | ἡβῶντα, the ‘vigorous cloak of [his] 
flesh’536, is all the heroic dress he needs.  
And yet, we cannot, of course, take Heracles’ imagination at face-value, especially not if 
we are to consider the full implications of the messenger account for this scene. As Irene de 
Jong has emphasized, such an account does not simply report to the audience what happened 
offstage, but how the offstage event was perceived and thought about by the messenger and 
(according to his inference) by others at the time.537 In our particular case, the messenger 
stresses precisely the non-existence of the athletic framework that Heracles imagines for his 
undressing – he wrestles πρὸς οὐδένα and wins victory from οὐδενός (Her. 960-961)538 – and 
vividly portrays the servants’ reaction to their master’s frenzy: διπλοῦς δ’ ὀπαδοῖς ἦν γέλως 
φόβος θ’ ὁμοῦ (Her. 950). This reaction (or, more accurately, its portrayal) provides us with a 
glimpse of how Heracles’ self-stripping may have been perceived outside its imaginary athletic 
framework, that is, not by the audience of free, male, Greek citizens appropriate to the occa-
sion,539 but by his slaves, and perhaps even by his wife and children, whom we must imagine 
as witnessing the scene. Here, the celebrated nudity of the καλλίνικος, which the delusional 
Heracles claims for himself, becomes an unwitting gesture of social transgression, a self-exhi-
bition that may trigger apprehension as well as ridicule.540 As such, it plays a central role in 
both the ‘perversion of normal athletic practice’541 that Laura Swift has noted in the play and 
the ‘hideous parody’542 of Heracles’ characteristic behaviour that for Shirley Barlow lies at the 
core of his frenzy. The messenger’s account of Heracles’ undressing captures precisely the 
norm-defying nature of his madness. 
This is particularly the case, since the transgressiveness of Heracles’ self-unveiling is soon 
affirmed by the hero himself: much like Phaedra before him, once he re-gains his senses, Her-
acles displays an acute concern with proper veiling and cover. Intriguingly, it is this concern, 
rather than the preceding discourse of Heracles’ unveiling, that we find presented on stage with-
out a messenger’s mediation. The very first words that the sane hero utters, ἔμπνους μέν εἰμι 
 
535 Stähli (2006) 222.  
536 Worman (1999) 97.  
537 See de Jong (1991) 175. Cf. Green (1999), Barrett (2002), Marshall (2006). 
538 Cf. Barlow (1996) ad Her. 960-961. 
539 On the (gender) regulation of audiences at Olympia, see Pausanias 5.6.7-8. Similar demographic restrictions 
would have applied also at other athletic contests (Arieti (1975) 433). 
540 Heracles’ humiliating self-exposure provides a variant of the vulnerability that Homes identifies for the hero’s 
body in Heracles (Holmes (2008) 257-263).  
541 Swift (2010) 146. Cf. Worman (1999) 94-103. 
542 Barlow (1996) 165. 
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καὶ δέδορχ᾽ ἅπερ με δεῖ (Her. 1089), suggest a concern with what one ought or ought not see.543 
This is related, and soon transitions, to a preoccupation with what one ought or ought not dis-
play to sight. The polluted murderer of his own kin, Heracles fears that he will transmit his 
μύσος to others, especially his guest-friend Theseus, if he reveals himself to their eyes: 
ὀφθησόμεσθα, καὶ τεκνοκτόνον μύσος | ἐς ὄμμαθ᾽ ἥξει φιλτάτωι ξένων ἐμῶν (Her. 1155-
1156).544 Consequently, Heracles covers his head in his garments and refuses to meet Theseus’ 
gaze (Her. 1159).545 Only after the repeated entreaties of both Theseus and Amphitryon546 does 
he unveil himself again. As Douglas Cairns observes, the fear of pollution expressed in Hera-
cles’ self-covering is ‘inextricably linked’ to an ‘aidōs-reaction’.547 Like Phaedra’s re-veiling 
above, the hero’s urge for self-veiling highlights his shame at, as well as the shame-defying 
nature of, his earlier frenzied conduct: αἰσχύνομαι γὰρ τοῖς δεδραμένοις κακοῖς (Her. 1160).548 
As the messenger informed us, these κακά centrally included the hero’s transgressive undress-
ing. In this light, Heracles’ present veiling creates a striking juxtaposition between his current 
bodily cover, and sense of αἰδώς, and his preceding act of misplaced pseudo-athletic undress-
ing. The very same Heracles, who now is ashamed to expose even his head to his encouraging 
friend, in his earlier frenzy, freely exposed his whole body to his full household, not simply 
without any care for αἰδώς, but embodying the athlete’s belief in a nudity beyond shame. 
 
2.2.3 Undressing as social (dis)empowerment 
 
The third and final concept of undressing that we encounter in Greek tragedy dramatizes 
physical display as a relational process that hierarchically degrades or elevates the character 
whose body is being displayed. Thus, it is closely linked to an idea of (dis)empowerment be-
tween two different characters. While power relationships certainly play a role in many of the 
preceding treatments of undressing – from the overpowering effect of Clytaemestra’s breast-
baring on Orestes to Heracles’ self-stripping and the humiliations of his divinely-inflicted 
frenzy – they still follow the basic pattern of a dramatic character undressing themselves. In a 
 
543 Agave’s transition from madness to sanity in Bacch. 1264-1270 (cf. Barlow (1996) 12f., 170f.; Devereux (1970) 
37, 41) reveals that the notion of ‘seeing what one ought’ is a dramatic motif signalling a character’s liberation 
from divinely-inflicted madness. Only for Pentheus, this motif marks a highpoint of Dionysiac delusion (Bacch. 
924: νῦν δ᾽ ὁρᾷς ἃ χρή σ᾽ ὁρᾶν).  
544 On pollution as transmitted by sight, see Bond (1981) ad Her. 1155f., Parker (1983) 104-106, Padel (1995) 
145-147. 
545 This reading follows Pflugk’s addition of πέπλων for the two missing syllables in Her. 1159 (φέρ’, ἀμφὶ κρατὶ 
περιβάλω σκότον < … >). For discussion, see Bond (1981) and Barlow (1996) ad loc. 
546 Her. 1202-1204, 1215, 1226-1227. 
547 See Cairns (1993) 292, 296.  
548 For αἰσχύνη as a synonym of αἰδώς, see note 532. Cf. Hipp. 244: αἰδούμεθα γὰρ τὰ λελεγμένα μοι.  
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range of tragic scenes, by contrast, undressing is imagined as imposed by one character upon 
another.  
As we will see, such scenes portray undressing, in particular, as a tool of violent and invol-
untary exposure placing the undressed individual in a position of passive social degradation. 
Frequently, this passivity extends to the individual’s inability to control the discourse of their 
own undressing: unlike the self-exposing tragic characters above, with the important exception 
of Euripides’ Heracles, the victims of disempowering undressing tend to be delegated in their 
exposure to the reports of others, doubling the impotence associated with the undress they suf-
fer. The perhaps clearest example of this pattern is the tragic motif of the naked corpse – a 
literary trope familiar from Homeric epic onwards (see 2.1.1). Tragedy frequently evokes the 
idea of a body threatened with, and/or subjected to, stripping or the denial of burial that we see 
epitomized in Sophocles’ Antigone. While such cases generally feature the posthumous degra-
dation of male characters, a second group of related instances of undressing involves female 
characters still alive: women forcibly undressed at the hands of powerful males (another com-
mon motif in the literary and artistic record: 2.1.1). Accordingly, the Danaids are threatened 
with exposure by the Egyptian herald in Aeschylus’ Suppliants, the chorus of Seven Against 
Thebes imagines the violent baring and rape of the Theban women and Polymestor is stripped 
by the female Trojan captives of Euripides’ Hecuba in a pointed reversal of the same pattern.  
While undress is evoked in these two groups as exclusively disempowering – the undressed 
individual has control neither over their undress nor the reporting of it – a more complex picture 
emerges in the third group of related tragic passages: having returned to the onstage action, 
here, undress occurs as a contested site of (dis)empowerment. Both Electra in Euripides’ epon-
ymous play and Cassandra in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon ostensibly enact and portray their own 
undressing on stage; and yet they firmly ascribe its degrading effects to another, vividly raising 
the question of who ultimately controls their undress. The same question takes centre stage also 
in Polyxena’s self-baring in Euripides’ Hecuba. Proclaimed as an expression of freedom and 
self-assertion by Polyxena herself, the young woman’s exposure is relayed to the audience in a 
male messenger’s aestheticizing and sexualizing report. The ensuing, multi-layered narrative 
of undress makes particularly visible the conflicting agencies at stake.  
 
(i) Exposure in death: Sophocles’ Antigone 
 
As indicated above, the idea of disempowering undress is most clearly apparent in tragic 
discourses of the naked corpse. Indeed, it is in tragic dramatization that this well-established 
literary motif finds its most devastating form. While the epic precedent, as described in section 
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2.1.1, suggests the possibility of a more favourable, heroic interpretation of posthumous expo-
sure, tragedy tells only one story: for the lifeless bodies of tragic heroes, stripping raises con-
notations of powerlessness and social degradation. It is portrayed as inseparable from the dep-
rivation of defensive weapons and protective armour,549 the exclusion from burial and funerary 
rites and the corpse’s vulnerability to abuse and mutilation. As Drew Griffith has shown, all of 
these aspects are crucial elements of the tragic concern with the humiliating ‘thingliness’ of the 
dead body.550 As such, the occurrence, or looming threat, of a proper funeral replaced by the 
corpse’s baring to decay and devouring wild beasts is ‘the central theme’ of several tragedies, 
including Sophocles’ Antigone and Ajax, Euripides’ Suppliant Women, Hecuba and Phoenician 
Women and Aeschylus’ Seven Against Thebes.551 
In all of these plays, the degradation of a character’s τιμή through the stripping of their 
corpse takes a prominent role. Indeed, it is often the central rationale behind the stripping in the 
first place and frequently sought in retribution for an earlier grievance.552 Accordingly, Mene-
laus banishes Ajax from burial in Sophocles’ Ajax and proclaims in vindictive delight, πρόσθεν 
οὗτος ἦν | αἴθων ὑβριστής, νῦν δ᾽ ἐγὼ μέγ᾽ αὖ φρονῶ (Aj. 1087-1088). The most famous treat-
ment of the matter appears, no doubt, in Sophocles’ Antigone.553 Here, as in the great majority 
of related tragic scenes, the undress of the dead is not enacted on stage but called to the audi-
ence’s imagination in the words of others – Antigone, Creon and Tiresias in the present case. 
While this accords with the Greek theatrical convention of confining characters’ deaths to the 
offstage realm,554 it also contributes to the degradation suffered by the deceased: dead, stripped 
and unable to speak for themselves, they are entirely subjected to the power of others.  
We first hear about Polyneices’ exposure from Antigone. The heroine relays Creon’s burial 
decrees for her two brothers with a particular emphasis on the honour granted (προτίσας) or 
withheld (ἀτιμάσας) in each case: οὐ γὰρ τάφου νῷν τὼ κασιγνήτω Κρέων | τὸν μὲν προτίσας, 
τὸν δ᾽ ἀτιμάσας ἔχει; (Ant. 21-22). Creon’s differential distribution of τιμή is immediately 
linked to his differential distribution of physical cover (κρύπτειν/καλύπτειν): Ἐτεοκλέα μέν … 
 
549 Accordingly, γυμνός indicates primarily a loss of weapons in Heracl. 724, Sept. 432, Hec. 1156, Phoen. 1396. 
550 Griffith (1998) 232. 
551 Griffith (1998) 232. Soph. Ant. 21-30, 194-206, 284-288, 394-396, 404-405, 407-410, 394-522, 696-698, Aj. 
915-919, 1047-1048, 1062-1065, El. 1488, Eur. Supp. 18-19, 44-46, 120-122, 495, 522-541, Hec. 21-31, 681-720, 
Phoen. 1629-1672 (possibly interpolated; see Mueller-Goldingen (1985) 226-266, Willink (1990), Mastronarde 
(1994) 39-49, 591-594), Aesch. Sept. 1011-1084 (possibly interpolated; see Hutchinson (1985) ad Sept. 1005-
1078, Zimmermann (1993) 96-109). For (imagined) mutilation through wild beasts, see Sept. 1015, Ag. 1474, 
Pers. 577-578, Ant. 29-30, 205-206, 257-258, 692-695, 1015-1018, Eur. Supp. 44-46, Tro. 448-450. 
552 See Sept. 1020-1024, Ant. 21-22, 198-206, 284-288, 514-520, 1029-1030, Aj. 1067-1069, 1087-1088, 1126, 
Eur. Supp. 495, 537, Phoen. 1629-1630, 1652, 1670. See Griffith (1999) 29f., on denial of burial as ‘a way of 
inflicting further revenge on a particularly hated enemy and his family’. 
553 I will focus on the social implications of Polyneices’ bared corpse and exclusion from burial. For its ritual 
implications, see Parker (1983) 47, Griffith (1999) ad Ant. 256, Cilliers (2006). 
554 See Pathamanathan (1965), Bremer (1976) 36-42. 
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κατὰ χθονὸς | ἔκρυψε … τὸν δ’ ἀθλίως θανόντα Πολυνείκους νέκυν | ἀστοῖσί φασιν 
ἐκκεκηρῦχθαι τὸ μὴ | τάφῳ καλύψαι (Ant. 23-28). This explicit association between cover and 
honour prevails throughout the tragedy. Accordingly, each of the two subsequent burial at-
tempts555 effects not only a temporary reversal of the body’s exposure, but also a discourse of 
Polyneices’ (dis)honour. When the chorus suggests that the corpse’s first covering may be the 
gods’ intervention, Creon sarcastically asks whether they did so ὑπερτιμῶντες ὡς εὐεργέτην 
(Ant. 284) and the guards make sure to quickly undo the deed, μυδῶν τε σῶμα γυμνώσαντες εὖ 
(Ant. 410). Antigone, in turn, covers the body yet again, firmly re-elevating Polyneices to the 
honour due to a relative (Ant. 511: οὐδὲν γὰρ αἰσχρὸν τοὺς ὁμοσπλάγχνους σέβειν) – the posi-
tion denied to him by Creon’s command of non-burial (Ant. 522: οὔτοι ποθ᾽ οὑχθρός, οὐδ᾽ ὅταν 
θάνῃ, φίλος).556 In Ant. 1016-1018, Polyneices’ corpse enters the tragic discourse once more, 
in its most gruelling portrayal yet: bared once again, it prompts Tiresias to detail how Poly-
neices’ limbs, devoured and scattered about by wild beasts, defile the local altars. The prophet 
tellingly describes the carnage as a futile and excessive humiliation, the killing of an enemy 
already dead, τὸν θανόντ᾽ ἐπικτανεῖν (Ant. 1030). This humiliation is undone only at the very 
end of the play: here, our imagination returns, one last time, to Polyneices’ νηλεὲς | 
κυνοσπάρακτον σῶμα (Ant. 1197-1198) to see it buried by the Thebans, τύμβον ὀρθόκρανον 
οἰκείας χθονός | χώσαντες (Ant. 1203-1204). As he gains a final cover for his exposed dead 
body, Polyneices also finally gains the social acknowledgment denied to him so far. 
 
(ii) Gendered exposure: Suppliants, Seven Against Thebes and Hecuba  
 
As we have seen epitomized in Sophocles’ Polyneices, naked corpses in Greek tragedy are 
sites of deliberate social degradation. They are also predominantly male: antithetical to the no-
tion of an honourable, heroic death (see 2.1.1), the motif of posthumous exposure is paradig-
matically applied to men by other men.557 As we proceed, in turn, to the undress imposed upon 
characters still alive, the perpetrators continue to be male, but their targets are exclusively fe-
male. Tragic women are undressed by tragic men. This importantly shifts the power dynamics 
of undressing from a male-to-male interaction to a negotiation of gender relations: as we will 
see, undressing may be imagined in tragedy as both affirming and questioning men’s 
 
555 Ant. 246-247: χρωτὶ διψίαν | κόνιν παλύνας, 255: ἠφάνιστο, 429: χερσὶν εὐθὺς διψίαν φέρει κόνιν. See Margon 
(1972) 45-49, on the importance of physical cover in each attempt. 
556 On Creon’s treatment of Polyneices as ἐχθρός rather than φίλος, see Knox (1964) 80-88, Goldhill (1986) 79-
83, 88-106, Griffith (1999) 40f. On burial as a duty between φίλοι, see Derderian (2001) 158, Alexiou (22002) 4-
14, Cilliers (2006) 44, Rabinowitz (2008) 159. On the scholarly debate on whether Creon or Antigone (or neither) 
is more justified, see Griffith (1999) 28-34. 
557 Rare exceptions include Cassandra’s imagination of her naked exposure in Tro. 448-450 and Andromache’s 
mention of Polyxena’s bared corpse in Tro. 626-627.  
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domination over women. The idea of men’s superior sexual power plays an important role in 
this context and closely links tragic images of female undress to notions of rape and sexual 
assault. This association is by no means exclusive to tragedy: as indicated above, in ancient 
Greek art, portrayals of undress as violent exposure virtually only involve women (2.1.1). 
Among the women depicted in this way, those stripped in a process of male sexual violation 
are particularly prevalent: ‘figures violently bereft of their garments are typically female vic-
tims of rape’, Mireille Lee observes and refers her readers to the prototypical case of the vio-
lated and exposed Lapith women on the western pediment of the Temple of Zeus at Olympia.558  
In tragedy as well, male sexual aggression manifests in ideas of female stripping. Aeschy-
lus’ Suppliants provides us with a case in point. Having fled to Argos in their attempt to escape 
marriage, the daughters of Danaus find themselves pursued by their would-be husbands and 
exposed to the violent threats of their herald. As the Danaids refuse to follow the herald’s sum-
mons, he warns them that they will be carried away by force, dragged by their hair and with 
their garments ruthlessly torn: λακὶς χιτῶνος ἔργον οὐ κατοικτιεῖ (Supp. 904). As Nancy Rab-
inowitz notes, the herald’s threat of violence – and, we might add, of physically tearing their 
clothes from their bodies – virtually enacts the women’s worst fears on stage: they are threat-
ened with the very violation that they sought to escape when they fled a forced marriage.559 The 
level of degradation involved in the looming atrocities is highlighted by the fact that, elsewhere 
in tragedy, the same cruel and sexually denigrating treatment is confined to women enslaved in 
warfare. Thus, the chorus of Seven Against Thebes fearfully portrays the Theban women’s en-
slavement in very similar terms: the women will be caught by their hair (Sept. 328) and stripped 
of their clothes, περιρ- | ρηγνυμένων φαρέων (Sept. 328-329). Dragged off to please a master’s 
fancy in enforced sexual union (Sept. 364: εὐνὰν αἰχμάλωτον), these women are the prototypi-
cal sufferers of involuntary physical and sexual exposure.560   
In Euripides’ Hecuba, stripping emerges yet again as an exercise in gendered domination. 
This time, however, the pattern appears in pointed reversal: Polymestor, a free male character, 
is violently deprived of due cover by a group of female slaves. The proper hierarchical direc-
tionality of undress – to be applied from men to women, free to slaves – is stressed in its sub-
version.561 Having enticed Polymestor and his sons into the captives’ tent, Hecuba and the 
 
558 Lee (2015) 190. Cf. Bonfante (1989) 560, Bonfante (1990) 33, Cohen (1997) 72-77, Steiner (2001) 246-249. 
559 Rabinowitz (2011) 8f. 
560 See also Eur. Tro. 70, 617, 881-882, Hec. 405-408, Andr. 257, 259. Here, Troy’s nightly assault and the light 
night gowns imagined in Hec. 933 suggest a sexually violating exposure. Commonly portrayed in Classical art 
through Ajax’ tearing of her dress (Cohen (1993), Steiner (2001) 247), Cassandra’s rape provides a vivid example. 
561 Euripides’ Bacchae features another intriguing gender reversal. Here, Pentheus’ raving female relatives strip 
the flesh/limbs from his body: γυμνοῦντο δὲ | πλευραὶ σπαραγμοῖς (Bacch. 1134-1135). Thus, the feminization of 
Pentheus’ maenadic dress (1.4.1 (ii)) gives way to a deadly feminine passivity in the gender dynamic of tragic 
undressing. Caught in Bacchic mania, the Theban women assume a traditionally male undressing agency in turn. 
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Trojan women handle the Thracian king’s robes and javelins in feigned admiration (Hec. 1151-
1155), craftily stripping him of protective cover: γυμνόν μ᾽ ἔθηκαν διπτύχου στολίσματος (Hec. 
1156). However we identify the δίπτυχον στόλισμα in question – as Polymestor’s weapons, 
(part of) his clothing or both562 – the king’s violent exposure to the superior power of others, in 
his subsequent blinding and the murder of his sons (Hec. 1160-1172), is here anticipated in an 
act of literal exposure, γυμνόν μ᾽ ἔθηκαν. Strikingly, this act is exercised not only upon a man 
of elevated station but brought about by the stereotypical victims of this behaviour: by women, 
and captive women at that. In Polymestor’s incredulous cries, γυναῖκες ὤλεσάν με, | γυναῖκες 
αἰχμαλωτίδες· | δεινὰ δεινὰ πεπόνθαμεν (Hec. 1095-1097). The reversal is even more pro-
nounced since Polymestor himself appears as the agent of violent stripping earlier in the play. 
He is the one to murder and cast into the sea the mutilated, uncovered corpse of Hecuba’s son 
Polydorus (Hec. 714-720), subjecting him to the degrading male-to-male undress at the core of 
the previous section. By the end of Hecuba’s attack, by contrast, Polymestor finds himself at 
the receiving end of an even starker humiliation: stripped of his proper cover and violently 
overpowered by his own inferiors, he is reduced to crawling the stage on all fours, τετράποδος 
βάσιν θηρὸς ὀρεστέρου | τιθέμενος ἐπὶ χεῖρα καὶ ἴχνος (Hec. 1058-1059) – barely retaining his 
human status, let alone his social distinction.563 The only act still in his power is to bewail his 
own destruction and to curse the unlikely perpetrators: Ἑκάβη με σὺν γυναιξὶν αἰχμαλωτίσιν | 
ἀπώλεσ’ – οὐκ ἀπώλεσ’ ἀλλὰ μειζόνως (Hec. 1120-1121).564 
 
(iii) Exposure re-claimed: Euripides’ Electra and Aeschylus’ Cassandra  
 
The present section explores a very different instantiation of tragedy’s gendered, disem-
powering undress. Here, we no longer encounter female characters threatened with exposure or 
actually exposed by men (or, indeed, the inverted paradigm of Euripides’ Hecuba), but we see 
them impute an exposure that they enact upon themselves to the degrading agency of an absent 
male character. In each case, it is vital for the heroines’ self-display that the undue social deg-
radation mapped upon their exposure becomes visible to wider audiences, both intra- and extra-
dramatic. As such, the present dramatizations of undressing return our inquiry, once more, to 
the onstage action and the ways in which characters’ discourses may create for their onlookers 
a specific vision of their own undressing.  
 
562 See Matthiessen (2010) ad Hec. 1155f.  
563 See Segal (1990) 120, Battezzato (2018) ad Hec. 1058-1059 and Polymestor’s bestial savagery in Hec. 1070-
1074, 1172-1175. On Hecuba’s bestiality, see Battezzato (2018) ad Hec. 14-18. 
564 Unlike other tragic victims of stripping, Polymestor controls the discourse of his exposure. Yet, rather than 
enhancing his agency, this control underlines his impotence during the act itself. 
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Euripides’ Electra provides our first relevant example. As has been frequently noted, Elec-
tra’s grief and social abasement are dramatized in the play in a unique self-staging of her own 
plight.565 As she first appears on stage, water vessel in hand, Electra asserts that she does not 
engage in such menial toil from necessity, χρεία, but in order to showcase the ὕβρις she suffers 
from Aegisthus, her father’s murderer and, as she repeatedly stresses, the architect of her own 
misery:566 οὐ δή τι χρείας ἐς τοσόνδ’ ἀφιγμένη | ἀλλ’ ὡς ὕβριν δείξωμεν Αἰγίσθου θεοῖς (El. 
57-58). Electra’s subsequent discourses of disempowering undress, I propose, need to be read 
in the same light of deliberately self-staged degradation. Hence, when the heroine evokes the 
conventional self-baring gestures of lament in El. 145-149 (see 2.2.2 (i)), they are framed by 
emphatic assertions of her own grievous state. Thus, the very first strophe of Electra’s lament 
addresses her own, not her father’s, miserable fate (El. 120-121: φεῦ φεῦ σχετλίων πόνων | καὶ 
στυγερᾶς ζόας), and immediately after her lament we see her return to her own misery – more 
precisely, her unfit appearance and physical cover. This return is prompted by the arrival of the 
chorus, who interrupts Electra’s lament in a cheerful mood and encourages her to join the local 
maidens’ upcoming celebrations for Hera. As Froma Zeitlin has argued, this invitation calls 
Electra to take on the communal role ascribed to her by Argive society as the maiden daughter 
of Agamemnon (El. 166).567 Electra refuses to participate, with reference to both her lamenting 
state (El. 181-182) and her inappropriate physical condition: σκέψαι μου πιναρὰν κόμαν | καὶ 
τρύχη τάδ’ ἐμῶν πέπλων, | εἰ πρέποντ’ Ἀγαμέμνονος | κούραι τᾶι βασιλείαι (El. 184-187).568 
Drawing the chorus’ visual attention, σκέψαι, to her defiled hair and ragged garments, τρύχη 
τάδ’ ἐμῶν πέπλων, Electra asserts their poor fit for a royal daughter. Indeed, Electra upholds 
this image of utter deprivation even as the chorus offers to her πολύπηνα φάρεα δῦναι | χρύσεά 
τε χάρισιν προσθήματ᾽ ἀγλαΐας (El. 191-192): a φυγάς from her father’s palace (El. 209), so 
Electra stresses, she leads a pauper’s life, ἐν χερνῆσι δόμοις | ναίω ψυχὰν τακομένα (El. 207-
208). 
The apparent inconsistency of Electra’s choosing not to accept a remedy for her deprivation 
is intensified when the heroine returns to the topic of her inappropriate cover shortly afterwards. 
Explaining her current state to Orestes’ messenger (Orestes in disguise), Electra immediately 
draws his gaze to her appearance: οὔκουν ὁρᾶις μου πρῶτον ὡς ξηρὸν δέμας; (El. 239). Indeed, 
she insists that, in reporting her fortunes, he must tell Orestes first of her piteous dress, πρῶτον 
μὲν οἵοις ἐν πέπλοις αὐλίζομαι (El. 304), literally, the clothes she must ‘lie in’569 night and day. 
 
565 Cf. Grube (1961) 30, Conacher (1967), Zeitlin (1970) 648, Goldhill (1986) 253. 
566 See El. 58, 62-63, 122-124, 164-166, 211-212, 265-269. 
567 See Zeitlin (1970) 648f., on ritual participation as performing one’s place within a community.  
568 While Sophocles’ Electra evokes similar images (cf. El. 191: ἀεικεῖ σὺν στολᾷ), her Euripidean counterpart 
deliberately associates undressing and degradation to justify her self-continued dress deprivation.   
569 See Cropp (22013) ad El. 304. 
 122 
The products of her own toil at the loom, so Electra stresses, these clothes are her only protec-
tion from going naked:570 αὐτὴ μὲν ἐκμοχθοῦσα κερκίσιν πέπλους | ἢ γυμνὸν ἕξω σῶμα καὶ 
στερήσομαι (El. 307-308). And yet, as Electra emphatically claims in El. 311, ἀναίνομαι δὲ 
γυμνὰς οὖσα παρθένους,571 this meagre dress creates another kind of nakedness: γυμνὰς οὖσα, 
that is, bare of the rich attire appropriate to festivals and royalty,572  Electra shuns the company 
of other maidens and the communal life of festivals and dances, ἀνέορτος ἱερῶν καὶ χορῶν 
τητωμένη (El. 310). Here, scholars have argued, the play’s inconsistencies become even more 
pronounced:573 while Electra declined ritual participation earlier, also with reference to her 
physical state, and yet ignored the chorus’ offer of appropriate garments and jewellery; now 
she bewails, in apparent contradiction, her deprivation of both garments and festivals.  
While we may explain both inconsistencies with regard to Electra’s much-observed exag-
geration of her own misery,574 a deeper exploration of her discourse of physical deprivation 
may help diminish the inconsistencies. After all, when Electra first suggests that her appearance 
is unfit Ἀγαμέμνονος | κούραι τᾶι βασιλείαι in El. 186-187, she stresses not simply the inap-
propriateness of her dress – a situation that could be remedied by the chorus’ offerings of attire 
– but the inappropriateness of her present station: a poor farmer’s wife and exiled from her dead 
father’s palace by the new king, Electra is no longer simply a βασίλεια, nor is she straightfor-
wardly a κούρα/κόρη; she is κόρη and δάμαρ (El. 1284), virgin and wife.575 As such, Electra’s 
current state, a state she externalizes in her torn and defiled attire, is fundamentally at odds 
with, and inappropriate to, the position she once held. This inappropriateness is, I propose, what 
prevents Electra’s ritual participation.576 In other words, even if she were to accept the chorus’ 
clothes, the abased Electra would still remain stripped of royal station, and γυμνάς in this sense. 
This reading instructively combines Electra’s tacit dismissal of the chorus’ offer, her intense 
concern with her own degradation and her emphasis of ‘nakedness’ even while being dressed: 
Electra’s discourse of (un)dressing signals much more than a preoccupation with her 
 
570 Van Emde Boas (2017) 112 n. 80 convincingly argues for retaining El. 308, a line frequently rejected as inter-
polated (cf. von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff (1875) 205, Kovacs (1985) 306, Cropp (22013) ad El. 308). On the 
shamefulness of physical labour, see Roisman and Luschnig (2011) ad El. 307-309. 
571 This is Kovacs’ reading of El. 311, which retains the manuscript reading ἀναίνομαι δὲ γυμνὰς οὖσα παρθένος 
while changing παρθένος to παρθένους (Kovacs (1985) 306-310). Seaford (1985) 319 n. 38 and van Emde Boas 
(2017) 112-118 (cf. Diggle’s 1981 edition) follow Triclinius’ correction of δὲ γυμνὰς to γυναῖκας. Seaford argues 
that ‘Electra cannot mean by γυμνάς “without festal attire”’, as Kovacs suggests, since tragic occurrences of 
γυμνός/γυμνάς refer to the ‘absence of an (outer) garment … [,] a very different matter from poor quality clothing’ 
(Seaford (1985) 319 n. 38, italics in the original). In Electra, however, poor quality clothing may exist precisely 
in a lack of decorative over-garments and attire, such as the finery in El. 191-192 or the brooches in El. 318. 
Loosened and torn by lamentation, Electra’s clothes additionally suggest an actual lack of garments. Tro. 448 
provides a similar slippage between γυμνάς as denoting actual undress and status-negating deprivation. 
572 Cf. Kovacs (1985) 309. 
573 Cf. Goldhill (1986) 253, Raeburn (2000) 152f. 
574 See, for instance, Grube (1961) 301, O’Brian (1964) 28f., Conacher (1967) 205, Goldhill (1986) 253. 
575 On this liminal position, see Zeitlin (1970) 650.  
576 Cf. Papadimitropoulos (2008) 117. 
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insufficient cover, or with its impediment to her social participation; it allows Electra to capture 
visually the fundamental social abasement and exclusion she suffers. As she evokes the vision 
of her ‘undress’ for internal and external audiences alike, it is this degradation, and its true 
agent, that Electra is so desperate to show: ὕβριν δείξωμεν Αἰγίσθου θεοῖς (El. 58). Electra’s 
physical deprivation may be self-perpetuated, both literally and discursively (El. 333: ἑρμηνεὺς 
δ᾽ ἐγώ), but its first cause is clearly ascribed to someone else: Aegisthus. 
We encounter a related case of (dis)empowering undress, both self-performed and foreign-
attributed, in the Cassandra scene of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon. Even more than Euripides’ Elec-
tra, the Trojan princess has fallen from the social status she once held: from royal daughter to 
disbelieved prophetess to slave concubine to the prospective victim of brutal murder. This deg-
radation prompts her, like Electra above, to engage in the tell-tale language and frantic gestures 
of lament (Ag. 1072-1079, 1142-1145). In Cassandra’s case, however, the customary frenzy of 
mourning gives way to a different kind of ‘mad-scene’:577 divinely possessed, φρενομανής and 
θεοφόρητος (Ag. 1140), she prophesies the sufferings of others and, especially, her own: ἀμ- | 
φὶ δ᾽ αὑτᾶς θροεῖς | νόμον ἄνομον, as the chorus observes (Ag. 1140-1142). As we will see, this 
νόμος ἄνομος includes a prominent evocation of undress – a discourse that negotiates, once 
again, a gendered relationship of power. Yet, while Electra only indirectly ascribes the scarcity 
of her dress to Aegisthus, via the social degradation it symbolizes, Cassandra openly imputes 
her self-stripping to Apollo. Ηe controls her completely, as a prophetess and, ultimately, the 
object of his desire. As a result, we will see her undressing emerge as a complex site of hierar-
chical conflict: not only, as in Electra, between man and woman, king and subject, but between 
male god and female mortal, divine master and prophetic servant, sexual predator and sexual 
assault victim. 
The tragedy stages these conflicts, and the undressing they are mapped upon, as tightly 
linked to the fundamental conflict between insight and impotence that characterizes Cassandra. 
Struck with desire, Apollo once gave her prophetic sight (Ag. 1202), but deprived her of all 
credibility when she tried to escape his advances (Ag. 1208): ἔπειθον οὐδέν᾽ οὐδέν, ὡς τάδ᾽ 
ἤμπλακον (Ag. 1212). The tragedy of Cassandra’s disbelieved wisdom culminates in the present 
play, as her prophecies turn to her own imminent death in Ag. 1258-1263. As if suddenly real-
izing, with unprecedented clarity, the futility of her powers, Cassandra interrupts her prophecy 
for a striking gesture of meta-prophetic, even anti-prophetic, disrobing: tearing her insignia 
from her body, she asks in exasperation, τί δῆτ’ ἐμαυτῆς καταγέλωτ’ ἔχω τάδε | καὶ σκῆπτρα 
καὶ μαντεῖα περὶ δέρηι στέφη; (Ag. 1264). To Cassandra, the attire that should signal her honour 
 
577 Schein (1982) 11. 
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and control, advertising her office and privileged access to divine knowledge,578 has become a 
hated token of her impotence and humiliation: ἐμαυτῆς καταγέλωτ’. In these very trappings, 
κἀν τοῖσδε κόσμοις (Ag. 1271), and with Apollo looking on (Ag. 1270: ἐποπτεύσας δέ), she 
suffered mockery and social exclusion, the lot of a wretched beggar or an itinerant priestess 
(Ag. 1271-1274).579 And still the present plight surpasses her earlier misery: destroyed οὐ μόλις 
τὸ δεύτερον (Ag. 1082), she endures the punishment that Apollo, ἀπόλλων ἐμός (Ag. 1081-
1082), imposes upon her: καὶ νῦν ὁ μάντις μάντιν ἐκπράξας ἐμὲ | ἀπήγαγ’ ἐς τοιάσδε 
θανασίμους τύχας (Ag. 1275-1276). It is in bitter repayment, ὧδ᾽ ἀμείψομαι (Ag. 1267), for her 
enforced inability to escape this doom, by either prophetic gift or garb, that Cassandra throws 
her gear to the ground, intent on destroying the god’s tokens (substitute for the untouchable 
god), before her own destruction: σὲ μὲν πρὸ μοίρας τῆς ἐμῆς διαφθερῶ (Ag. 1266).580  
This act of rebellious self-stripping – Cassandra’s ‘second rejection of Apollo’ after her 
earlier avoidance of his sexual pursuit581 – is both striking and instantly undercut. While Cas-
sandra initially claims her vengeful disrobing as entirely her own (note the first-person verbs 
διαφθερῶ and ἀμείψομαι in Ag. 1266, 1267), she suddenly ascribes all agency to Apollo. ἰδοῦ 
δ᾽, she cries in Ag. 1269, and calls the chorus and dramatic audience to witness a different 
version of her undress: it is not her, Cassandra proclaims (and we know she always speaks the 
truth), but Apollo himself, Ἀπόλλων αὐτός, who strips her: Ἀπόλλων αὐτὸς ἐκδύων ἐμὲ | 
χρηστηρίαν ἐσθῆτ’ (Ag. 1269).582 In Eduard Fraenkel’s words, ‘in this action of hers the god 
himself is operative’.583 He who once gave her prophetic attire, is now stripping her of it.584 
This is not, however, simply the revocation of a power once given, but the visualisation of a 
power always withheld: as Cassandra’s account of her mockery κἀν τοῖσδε κόσμοις (Ag. 1271) 
illustrates, her prophetic garb never wielded the control or benefit customarily associated with 
it. Apollo only ever endowed her with prophetic paraphernalia while simultaneously, 
 
578 Cassandra’s staff and neck bands make her recognizable as a prophetess of Apollo (cf. Il. 1.28). On the im-
portance of external markers in demarcating social categories in antiquity, see Bonfante (1989) 544. 
579 While Priam would hardly have allowed his daughter to live as an itinerant priestess or pauper, these terms may 
capture the name-calling and maltreatment that Cassandra endured. Cf. Fraenkel (1950), Raeburn and Thomas 
(2011) ad loc. 
580 See Raeburn and Thomas (2011) ad Ag. 1264-1267, on Cassandra’s gesture as an ‘act of sacrilege’. This defi-
ance of Apollo is notably absent from the scene’s Euripidean version. In Trojan Women, Cassandra removes the 
insignia of her ‘dearest god’, ἔτ’ οὖσ’ ἁγνὴ χρόα (Tro. 453), lest she defile them in her misery and looming con-
cubinage: ὦ στέφη τοῦ φιλτάτου μοι θεῶν, ἀγάλματ’ εὔια, | χαίρετ’ (Tro. 451-452). Cassandra’s resentment is 
exclusively levelled against her mortal masters, who are imagined as stripping her in death (Tro. 448: κἀμέ τοι 
νεκρὸν φάραγγες γυμνάδ’ ἐκβεβλημένην). 
581 Mitchell-Boyask (2006) 278.  
582 Χρηστηρία ἐσθής may refer to the staff and bands mentioned in Ag. 1265 or a separate prophetic garment, as 
τάδε in Ag. 1264 may suggest. Cf. Raeburn and Thomas (2011) ad Ag. 1264-1267. 
583 Fraenkel (1950) ad Ag. 1264f. The line’s syntax supports this reading: ‘[t]he participle stands by itself, without 
a finite verb, “because the prophetess fancies the actual presence of the god before her, in the act of stripping her 
of her attire”’ (Fraenkel (1950) ad Ag. 1269f., cf. Raeburn and Thomas (2011) ad Ag. 1273-1274).  
584 Fraenkel (1950) ad Ag. 1269. 
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metaphorically speaking, stripping her of them. In the present scene of undress, this deprivation 
is made literally visible – through Cassandra herself. Even as she attempts to challenge Apollo 
one last time, by discarding his futile trappings in self-empowering undress, (s)he asserts his 
power over her. Reclaiming Cassandra’s undress for himself, through her own prophetic words, 
the god turns rebellion into submission – and a tool of his own revenge, μάντις μάντιν ἐκπράξας 
(Ag. 1275). 
The self-avenging quality of Cassandra’s undress becomes particularly apparent if we con-
sider the violent re-assertion of Apollo’s sexual dominance that the gesture implies. As indi-
cated above, it is Cassandra’s earlier rejection of the god’s courtship, παλαιστὴς κάρτ’ ἐμοὶ 
πνέων χάριν (Ag. 1206), that first triggers his resentment. Now that he exacts his final venge-
ance upon her, Apollo strips the unwilling object of his desires quite literally of her dress. This 
carries connotations of a sexual violation that finally, and with retributive force, completes the 
god’s earlier, failed pursuit. Not only is there a close connection, as we have seen above (2.1.1, 
2.2.3 (ii)), between enforced disrobing and rape in the contemporary imagination, but the Cas-
sandra scene is steeped in the vocabulary of a perverted, enforced marital ritual: as Robin Mitch-
ell-Boyask has demonstrated, Cassandra’s arrival in Argos repeatedly evokes the idea of a wed-
ding ceremony between herself and the god – a ceremony that culminates in the ‘final consum-
mation of their marriage in death’.585 Ἀπήγαγ’ ἐς τοιάσδε θανασίμους τύχας (Ag. 1276). This 
turns Cassandra’s vision of being stripped by Apollo into the prelude of a deathly sexual un-
ion.586 While Cassandra’s prophecy of Agamemnon’s death famously proclaimed the female as 
murderer of the male, θῆλυς ἄρσενος φονεύς (Ag. 1231), she suggests a diametrically different 
scenario for herself. As both Cassandra’s undress and looming death are ascribed to Apollo’s 
sexual agency, conventional gender hierarchies are forcefully reaffirmed: it is the male who 
strips and destroys the female.587 In bitter irony, Cassandra, who once escaped the god’s ad-
vances, becomes complicit in this deadly sexual predation as she enacts her own undressing.  
 
(iv) Exposure contained: Polyxena in Hecuba  
 
In Euripides’ portrayal of Polyxena’s self-baring, we find a number of traits that we have 
observed for Electra’s and, especially, Cassandra’s undressing above: as we will see, Polyx-
ena’s exposure also serves as a site for conflicting claims of gender agency and it too is 
 
585 Mitchell-Boyask (2006) 278. Mitchell-Boyask draws on Seaford’s study of the scene’s marriage imagery (Sea-
ford (1987)), but argues, in contrast to Seaford, that Apollo, not Agamemnon, is the bridegroom implied (Mitchell-
Boyask (2006) 274). On the link between marital, sexual union and death, see Seaford (1987) 112f. 
586 Note the corresponding terminology used for the prophetic attire presently removed (κόσμος, στέφος/στέφανος) 
and bridal attire (Seaford (1987) 110, Mitchell-Boyask (2006) 278). 
587 For Cassandra, Apollo is her murderer (e.g. Ag. 1081-1082, 1086-1087, 1138-1139, 1275-1276). 
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prominently sexualized. Yet, in contrast to the earlier two scenes, Polyxena’s undress is not 
enacted by herself on stage, but reported by another. This has crucial implications for the scene: 
unlike Electra or Cassandra, Polyxena does not deliberately evoke a competition of agencies 
for her own undress, but this competition enters the discourse of her self-unveiling, without her 
awareness or control, as it is relayed to the audience by a male messenger. Both Electra and 
Cassandra may immediately draw the spectators’ attention to a vision of their undress they 
create (El. 184: σκέψαι, El. 239: οὔκουν ὁρᾶις;, Ag. 1269: ἰδοῦ δ᾽). As a result, even while they 
ascribe their stripping to another’s degrading power, they retain a certain agency, at least over 
the presentation and interpretation of their undress.588 Any comparable claims of agency on 
Polyxena’s part (which do, as we will see, exist) are notably removed from her control as they 
are focalized through the ‘male gaze’589 of the messenger Talthybius.  
As in the other two cases, Polyxena’s undress is framed by a situation of acute social deg-
radation: once the δέσποινα of the women of Troy (Hec. 354), ἴση θεοῖσι πλὴν τὸ κατθανεῖν 
μόνον (Hec. 356), she finds herself reduced to a state of captive slavery in the play (Hec. 349-
367, 420). An even more violent transition awaits as her Greek masters resolve to sacrifice 
Polyxena over Achilles’ tomb (Hec. 220-221). This, however, is a fate she readily accepts: ὡς 
ἕψωμαί γε (Hec. 346). And yet, rather than following the example of other Euripidean virgins, 
like Macaria or Iphigenia, who selflessly embrace their sacrifice for the public benefit,590 Po-
lyxena’s motivation is a different one: indifferent to the sacrificial community of the Greeks, 
she dies for her own benefit, to escape a life of slavery and maintain her nobility.591 Polyxena 
embraces a ‘traditional aristocratic ethos’592 and chooses death over a life without honour, τὸ 
γὰρ ζῆν μὴ καλῶς μέγας πόνος (Hec. 378). As I will argue, the same claim for a heroic death, 
for a final self-empowerment and ennobling elevation, informs also Polyxena’s discourse of 
self-display at the scene of her sacrifice – a claim that is focalized, and ultimately contained,593 
by the herald Talthybius, through whose eyes the audience views Polyxena’s undress. 
 
588 Cassandra’s identity as a divine mouthpiece complicates this agency in her case. 
589 Here, I am drawing on a concept by Laura Mulvey: ‘In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking 
has been split between active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze projects its phantasy on to the 
female figure which is styled accordingly. In their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked 
at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote 
to-be-looked-at-ness’ (Mulvey (1975) 11). Cf. Marsh (1992). 
590 Heracl. 500, 528, 530, IA 1398, 1420. Cf. Matthiessen (2010) 19f., Battezzato (2018) 11. On Euripides’ sacri-
ficial virgins, see Loraux (1987) 31-48. 
591 See Hec. 367-368: τί γάρ με δεῖ ζῆν; … οὐ δῆτ᾽· ἀφίημ᾽ ὀμμάτων ἐλευθέρων | φέγγος τόδ᾽, Ἅιδηι προστιθεῖσ᾽ 
ἐμὸν δέμας. Cf. Hec. 213-215, 346-347, 349. See Mitchell-Boyask (1993) 120f., Matthiessen (2010) 20, Battezzato 
(2018) 11. 
592 Gregory (1991) 96.  
593 Here, I am referring to de Jong’s concept of the focalizing messenger as the ‘one “who sees”’ and evaluates the 
events he reports (de Jong (1991) 74). In using the word ‘contained’, as coined by Rabinowitz’ study on the tragic 
‘Politics of Containment’ (1992), I am suggesting that the messenger’s focalization serves to curb the potentially 
transgressive force of Polyxena’s discourse of undressing. 
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Hence, it is through the messenger’s account that we hear how Polyxena resists external 
force – μή τις ἅψηται χροὸς | τοὐμοῦ, he quotes her words in direct speech (Hec. 548-549) – 
and how she tears her dress from shoulder to navel, λαβοῦσα πέπλους ἐξ ἄκρας ἐπωμίδος | 
ἔρρηξε λαγόνας ἐς μέσας παρ᾽ ὀμφαλόν, and openly displays her upper body, μαστούς τ’ ἔδειξε 
στέρνα θ’ ὡς ἀγάλματος | κάλλιστα (Hec. 558-561). With this gesture, Polyxena falls to her 
knees and addresses Neoptolemus, her sacrificer. Ἰδού, she calls in Talthybius’ quote and deic-
tically invites him to strike wherever he wishes, at her chest or her throat: ἰδού, τόδ’, εἰ μὲν 
στέρνον, ὦ νεανία, | παίειν προθυμῆι, παῖσον, εἰ δ’ ὑπ’ αὐχένα | χρήιζεις πάρεστι λαιμὸς 
εὐτρεπὴς ὅδε (Hec. 563-565). In its foregrounding of a young woman’s self-baring in front of 
an all-male enemy audience, this passage has triggered varied responses: perceived as ‘a mov-
ing spectacle of human strength, dignity, and renunciation’ by some,594 it has been treated as a 
‘pornographic gesture’595 by others, criticized in particular for the heroine’s pandering to the 
‘lustful gaze of the soldiers’.596 Both views betray a certain tendency for reading the scene as a 
homogenous whole; and yet, as Nicole Loraux reminds us, ‘a distinction must be made between 
what the army sees (of which the messenger’s speech professes to be a faithful testimony) and 
what Polyxena wants’.597 There is an implied difference between Polyxena’s own discourse of 
undress and Talthybius’ reporting of it.  
In an attempt to separate the two, let us proceed from the former to the latter, taking as our 
primary clue, as far as possible, Polyxena’s own words and acts that the herald records. This 
perspective reveals a gesture of undress that is deliberately framed as an act of self-control and 
heroic self-fashioning. Instead of surrendering to a superior force, Polyxena ensures that she 
remains untouched (Hec. 548-449): she proactively initiates her disrobing (558-561) and grants 
her master a choice between two targets for his deathly stroke (Hec. 563-565), thus claiming 
agency in acts customarily experienced by sacrificial victims in passive endurance.598 In addi-
tion, as Nicole Loraux compellingly argues, the very targets Polyxena suggests allow her to 
cast her own body in a heroic light: the chest, or στέρνον, she offers first is the prime site of a 
male warrior’s heroic wounding in battle.599 The inclusion of this telling first choice deliber-
ately aligns her bared body with that of a hero, a man who dies for the very same code of 
 
594 Daitz (1971) 220. 
595 Rabinowitz (1993) 106. Cf. Hall (2006) 130.  
596 Dué (2006) 126. For Polyxena’s gesture as piteous and erotic, see Battezzato (2018) ad Hec. 558-561. For 
further bibliography, see Matthiessen (2010) ad Hec. 560-561. 
597 Loraux (1987) 58.  
598 Cf. Battezzato (2018) ad Hec. 558-561. Similar inversions of power prevail in Polyxena’s encouragement of 
Odysseus not to ‘fear’ her supplication (Hec. 345: θάρσει) and in her numerous imperatives: 369 (ἄγ᾽), 403 (χάλα), 
432 (κόμιζ᾽), 548 (μή τις ἅψηται), 551 (κτείνατ᾽), 563 (ἰδού), 564 (παῖσον).  
599 See Loraux (1987) 57-60: στέρνον can apply to tragic women, but as the target of a deathly stroke, it otherwise 
only appears in tragic men. In Homer, the term exclusively applies to men (cf. LSJ online, s.v. στέρνον). 
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nobility that informs also her own wish to die (Hec. 378: τὸ γὰρ ζῆν μὴ καλῶς μέγας πόνος). 
In her discourse of physical display, Polyxena thus asserts for herself the most glorious, male 
embodiment of the honour and social re-elevation that her voluntary death pursues.600 Rather 
than externalizing her social deprivation (Electra) or casting off her subjugation (Cassandra), 
Polyxena’s undress seeks, first and foremost, to establish for herself a specific social identity 
and position. As such, it recalls perhaps most closely the very first discourse of self-display in 
this chapter: like Clytaemestra’s self-baring in Aeschylus’ Libation-Bearers, Polyxena’s un-
dress self-consciously pursues the creation of a certain persona by mapping it upon her bared 
body – only that Clytaemestra’s gesture, of course, seeks to avoid the death that Polyxena seeks.  
The most important difference from the earlier scene, however, is that Polyxena’s undress 
is embedded into the narrative of another person. As we proceed from Polyxena’s acts and 
words, as quoted in Talthybius’ speech, to the messenger’s account, and from her discourse of 
her undressing to his, a different vision emerges. Here, the plain στέρνον (‘breast, chest’) hero-
ically evoked in Polyxena’s words becomes a lingering portrayal of feminine beauty: paired 
with the term μαστός (‘womanly/motherly breast’), its distinctly feminine, and sexually allur-
ing, counterpart,601 and the comparison ὡς ἀγάλματος | κάλλιστα (Hec. 560-561), Polyxena’s 
breast has become a ‘sexualized product and aestheticized object’, in Teri Marsh’s words.602 
This objectification emerges in yet another sense: Talthybius casts Polyxena not only as beau-
tiful and desirable, but also as the deserving target of pity. Οἶκτος, a feeling of compassion 
commonly reserved for social inferiors or for those suffering social degradation,603 is the term 
Talthybius uses to describe both his own reaction to Polyxena’s voluntary, self-baring death 
(Hec. 518-519) and Neoptolemus’: οὐ θέλων τε καὶ θέλων οἴκτωι κόρης (Hec. 566). The hero 
tellingly cuts her throat rather than the chest she proffers (Hec. 567). Despite her own heroic 
aspirations, Polyxena is thus firmly re-aligned with the conventionally piteous and altruistic 
sacrifices of other Euripidean virgins. Indeed, the ‘heroic appraisal’ she receives, περίσσ᾽ 
εὐκαρδίωι | ψυχήν τ᾽ ἀρίστη (Hec. 579-580), closely recalls their praise.604 The final lines of 
Talthybius’ report make it clear how far short Polyxena falls of the heroic assessment she hoped 
for, and which she invited in her marked self-baring gesture. These portray her dying act as a 
scene of exemplary modesty: πολλὴν πρόνοιαν εἶχεν εὐσχήμων πεσεῖν, | κρύπτουσ’ ἃ κρύπτειν 
ὄμματ’ ἀρσένων χρεών (Hec. 569-570). The lines’ concern with proper cover, ἃ κρύπτειν 
 
600 See Loraux (1987) 57f., 60f.  
601 See Loraux (1987) 57 n. 36. Thus, μαστός is used for Clytaemestra (Cho. 897) and Helen (Andr. 629). 
602 Marsh (1992) 272. 
603 See Gregory (1991) 102, Konstan (2001) 79, Tzanetou (2005) 111-117.  
604 See IA 1402, 1411, 1421-1422, Heracl. 537, 553, 569-571, 597. Conversely, Battezzato (2018) ad Hec. 573-
574 argues that Polyxena is honoured with the pelting of leaves, phyllobolia, elsewhere attributed to male warriors 
or athletes. 
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χρεών, has been rightly identified as Talthybius’ preoccupation, not Polyxena’s.605 It marks the 
messenger’s ultimate focalization of her self-baring gesture: treated as a case of piteous sub-
missiveness, rather than a final request for heroic self-determination, her undressing is force-





























































605 Cf. de Jong (1991) 28, Marsh (1992) 272. 
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2.3 DISCUSSION:  
 
TRAGIC UNDRESSING AND THE PATTERNS OF DISPLACEMENT 
 
The preceding sections revealed that, if we move beyond a stagecraft-driven approach to 
tragic undressing, we observe how significantly characters’ discourses of undressing are em-
bedded in processes of socio-hierarchical negotiation. As such, they may be subsumed within 
three overarching categories: first, undressing imagined as a tool of powerful self-assertion, 
which we encountered in the maternal persona deliberately mapped upon Clytaemestra’s bared 
breast; secondly, undressing conceptualized as an act of social transgression breaching contem-
porary ideas of αἰδώς and associated with the norm-inverting state of maenadism, as in Euripi-
des’ Bacchants, the mourning Antigone, the emotional excesses of Phaedra and Hermione, or 
the crazed Heracles; and, thirdly, undressing employed as a tool for exercising and contesting 
power relations, between male warriors and, in particular, between male masters and female 
slaves, as epitomized by the cases of Electra, Cassandra and Polyxena.  
In the present discussion, I will argue that all three of these patterns not only attest to the 
social constructedness of undressing, but also reveal notable fault lines in the contemporary 
gendered ‘costumes’ of undressing offstage (see 2.1.1): they question both the positive image 
of male nudity so prominent in Athenian visual culture and social practice, and complicate the 
patterns of contemporary female undressing, the shameful, disempowering foil against which 
the male paradigm is placed. As such, tragic discourses of undressing share in the destabiliza-
tions of male nudity, from both within and without, that I suggested we may glimpse in con-
temporary (non-dramatic) art and writing in the introduction of this chapter. Yet, in destabiliz-
ing one of the most distinctive visual markers of citizen identity, they also dramatize, from a 
different angle, the anxieties I identified for dramatic re-dressing in Chapter One: the potential 
non-intelligibility of identity in the democratic city, and its unsettling fluidity to socio-hierar-
chically different states. As we will see, like tragedy’s patterns of re-dressing, tragic discourses 
of undressing do so mainly indirectly. While non-representation framed the former, strategies 
of displacement underpin the latter: they explore male anxieties through female bodies. 
Tragedy’s destabilization of a positively-connoted civic male nudity becomes apparent, in 
the first instance, in a striking gap across the tragic patterns above: there is not a single, positive 
image of male nudity in extant tragedy, either staged or reported.606 Instead, tragic discourses 
of male undressing are exclusively degrading for the individuals undressed, from the 
 
606 The perhaps closest approximation is the glimpse of Orestes’ body in the false tale of Sophocles’ Paedagogus: 
εἰσῆλθε λαμπρός, πᾶσι τοῖς ἐκεῖ σέβας· | δρόμου δ’ ἰσώσας τῇ φύσει τὰ τέρματα (El. 685-686). 
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dishevelment of Pentheus’ maenadic dress and Heracles’ crazed self-baring to the exposed 
corpses of tragic warriors and Polymestor’s stripping at the Trojan captives’ hands. Indeed, as 
we saw, they are often doubly disempowering, as tragic males suffer objectification in both 
their undressing and the portrayal of that undressing in the words of others. Heracles’ self-
stripping, focalized through the eyes of his servants, is perhaps the most unsettling example: 
even as the Greek hero believes he is engaging in the same glorified athletic nudity that provides 
the costume of the contemporary male citizen’s distinction, his self-exposure has the very op-
posite effect. Placed into a feminine, domestic space, it not only highlights the extent of the 
hero’s madness, but also asserts the very fine line between self-affirmative and degrading un-
dressing in the Athenian city offstage. To return to an example I gave in the introduction of this 
chapter: exaggerated as it may be, Aeschines’ rebuke of Timarchus’ public self-exposure – 
γυμνὸς ἐπαγκρατίαζεν ἐν τῇ ἐκκλησίᾳ (1.26) – stresses just how easily the citizen’s athletic 
undress, once removed from its proper context and physical beauty, could become a site of 
derision and humiliation. Thus, when the degrading discourse of Heracles’ undressing sees him 
so widely, and unwittingly, miss the appropriate framework of male distinction, inciting both 
γέλως and φόβος instead (Her. 950), it hints at a true risk in the citizen’s own bodily display.  
At the same time, this degradation is, arguably deliberately, removed from any civic, real-
world context and marked as exceptional: not only is Heracles’ undressing positioned in the 
mythical past characteristic of tragedy, but it is ascribed to an overpowering divine agency. 
Comparable distancing strategies appear also in the other three instances of tragic male un-
dressing: Pentheus’ actions too are divinely ordained, Polymestor’s humiliating undressing is 
suffered by a ‘Thracian barbarian’,607 and tragedy’s exposed warriors are dead and their strip-
ping signifies, not just their own degradation, but also the outrageous deeds of their enemies.608 
In tragedy, there is always an external explanation for a man’s humiliating undressing. Dis-
courses of shameful and internally motivated undressing, by contrast, are ascribed to female 
characters alone. A model for Heracles’ acts in other respects, the frantic self-exposures of 
Phaedra and Hermione are thus rooted, much more immediately, in their own, feminine excess. 
They frame Heracles’ undressing as the male exception to a female rule, and similar arguments 
can be made for Pentheus and Polymestor. Male patterns of undressing are exceptional in yet 
another, more literal sense: they are very rare. As we have seen, the great majority of tragic 
undressing scenes is concerned with female characters, not male. 
This displacement into the female has, I propose, a complex double effect. It gives control 
over dress to those often imagined as deprived of it and refracts male anxieties through the 
 
607 Segal (1990) 110. 
608 See Ant. 1029-1030, Aj. 1091-1092, 1332-1335, Eur. Supp. 511-512, 527-541, Phoen. 1643-1645. 
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female other. While the former showcases (male concerns about) the transgressiveness of 
women’s self-display, the latter translates male fears about their own socio-hierarchical degra-
dation into female discourses of (in)voluntary stripping. Let me proceed from the former to the 
latter. Both Phaedra and Hermione differ from the most prominent paradigms of female un-
dressing in the contemporary visual sphere: they are neither fully covered nor violently deprived 
of proper dress, as respectable women would be in public artistic representation (2.1.1). Instead, 
they undress themselves, openly transgressing societal rules of αἰδώς. As we have seen, in so 
doing, they also exceed the ritually licensed disrobing of Euripides’ maenads or Antigone’s 
mournful self-exposure. The anxieties that such uncontrolled female transgression could raise 
are vividly suggested in the rebukes of their immediate onlookers and the frantic male reactions 
imagined in Aristophanic parody: faced with Euripides’ transgressive heroines, so the Athenian 
women complain in Thesm. 395-396, their husbands εὐθὺς εἰσιόντες ἀπὸ τῶν ἰκρίων | 
ὑποβλέπουσ’ ἡμᾶς.609 Ironically, it is Aeschylus, a vocal critic (of the dramatization) of female 
transgression in Aristophanes’ Frogs (1050-1051, 1077-1081), who provides us with one of the 
most transgressive examples of a woman’s self-display in extant tragedy: Clytaemestra’s 
breast-baring. As we have seen, even while raising associations of sexual transgression and 
overbearing κράτος for her external audience, Clytaemestra herself uses the gesture in an act of 
deliberate self-assertion. To Orestes, she presents her breast as the token of her motherly self 
and her justified claims to maternal reverence. And yet, the tragedy highlights at every turn the 
strategic, and potentially deceptive, nature of her self-exposure.  
At the same time, the Clytaemestra scene is embedded in a broader set of issues: it ties in, 
not only with the trilogy’s scrutiny of a mother’s role in a child’s creation and nurture,610 but 
also with the question of how maternal identity may be recognized. This question participates 
in the wider tragic preoccupation with the challenges of recognition:611 how may we proceed 
from ἄγνοια to γνῶσις, in Aristotle’s terms,612 and recognize another’s true identity? And, to 
quote Piero Boitani’s reading of tragic anagnorisis, ‘what is the value of signs, clues, reason-
ing?’613 Prominently raised in the recognition scene between Orestes and Electra (Cho. 168-
232),614 the dilemma of how truth, and true social relations in particular, may be recognized 
centrally informs also Clytaemestra’s breast-baring. In the pronounced, polysemous construct-
edness of both the vision of Clytaemestra’s bared breast and, by extension, her maternal 
 
609 Cf. Thesm. 389-428, Ran. 1050-1051, 1077-1081. 
610 See note 490. 
611 On anagnorisis, see Dworacki (1978), Cave (1988) 28-40, Goldhill (1988), Boitani (1991) 99-120, Torrance 
(2011), Zeitlin (2012). The recognition scene between Menelaus and Helen in Hel. 548-593 takes the potential 
inaccessibility of true knowledge to an extreme: τὸ σῶμ’ ὅμοιον, τὸ δὲ σαφές γ’ ἀποστατεῖ (Hel. 577). 
612 Poet. 1452a30-31. 
613 Boitani (1991) 115.  
614 On the complexity of this recognition, see Goldhill (1984) 120-131.   
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identity, the scene underlines the difficulty of deducing social truth from external, bodily mark-
ers. Thus, it prominently shares, I propose, in a number of contemporary concerns. Like other 
tragic recognition scenes, it gestures to the pervasive fifth-century intellectual interest in the 
(limited) ‘Erkenntnisfähigkeit des Menschen’615. At the same time, it attests to the Athenian 
anxieties about social non-intelligibility that I outlined in Chapter One with regard to the 
(un)recognizability of the democratic citizen (1.2.3). Clytaemestra’s self-baring highlights the 
problem of the (un)knowability of the mother – a problem that features prominently not only in 
later comedy and tragedy,616 but which was to gain particular urgency in Athenian society only 
little later: with the Periclean’ citizenship laws of 451/450 BCE (see 1.2.3), the identity of the 
mother gained crucial importance for the citizen’s own status. 
This male status is explored, in its most extreme destabilization and female displacement, 
in the final group of tragic undressing discourses considered in this chapter: the images of fe-
male stripping evoked by Electra, Cassandra and Polyxena. As I indicated above, they all arise 
in a situation of acute social degradation. Excluded from her father’s palace and married to a 
poor farmer, Electra gains a quasi-servile state – or, at the very least, projects her state accord-
ingly; and both Polyxena and Cassandra find themselves factually reduced from royalty to slav-
ery. Thus, these women suffer a transition, from freedom to slavery, that we find virtually no-
where in extant tragedy represented for a male character.617 Indeed, as we saw in Chapter One, 
in contrast to Aristophanic portrayals, there is no tragic male character who dresses down to a 
servile status in an act of deliberate re-dressing – and even positions of beggary, the perhaps 
closest tragic approximation, are exclusively assumed as temporary external guises without any 
lasting transformative effect (see 1.4.3). In my earlier discussion of this non-representation, I 
suggested that it provides the tragic response to contemporary fears about the potential slippage 
between free citizens and slaves (see 1.5). The present scenes of female enslavement translate 
the same fears into patterns, not of non-representation, but of displacement: in accordance with 
tragedy’s much-observed capacity for ‘self-examination otherwise’,618 it is in the female, myth-
ical ‘other’ that male citizens may explore, indeed act out, their own socio-hierarchical degra-
dation from a safe distance. In the words of Page DuBois, these scenes ‘allow anxiety about 
 
615 Zimmermann (1998) 161. See also note 611 and section 2.1.1. 
616 See the deceptive maternal claims in Thesm. 339-341, 407-408, 502-516, 564-565. For discussion, see Som-
merstein (1994) and Austin and Olson (2004) ad Thesm. 339-341; for parallel passages, see Hdt. 5.41.2, Dem. 
21.149. On tragedy’s concern with the (un)knowability of the mother, see Ion 319, 1372, 1492-1493; on the im-
portance of the mother’s Athenian identity, see Ion 669-672, Tzanetou (2012) 108f. On Ion and the Periclean 
legislation, see Walsh (1978) 307, Lee (1997) ad Ion 672, Leão (2012) 149. 
617 Eurystheus (Heracl. 859-1055), Odysseus (Hec. 247-250), Heracles (Ag. 1040-1042, Trach. 248-257) and Ion 
(Ion 128-143, 556) provide rare examples, but their slavery is generally temporary, and the focus lies, not on their 
enslavement, but on their liberation. Ion’s fate is additionally mitigated as a servitude to the divine (Ion 131-135).  
618 Croally (1994) 40. Cf. Goldhill (1986) 60f., Zeitlin (1996) 341-374, Foley (2001) 4. 
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enslavement to enter public discourse while distancing it from male citizens by displacing it 
into characters remote from them in time, in their class situation, and in gender’.619 
The women’s discourses of stripping take a significant role in this project of displacement. 
As they self-consciously expose (Electra), contest (Cassandra) and refuse (Polyxena) the power 
relationship between themselves and their (perceived) masters in their images of undressing, 
they address one of the most unsettling side-effects of the transition into slavery for the con-
temporary ‘ideology of the free citizen’: the loss of agency suffered by the enslaved.620 The 
control over his own body, person, social interactions and political participation so central to 
the citizen’s ideological constitution is characteristically denied to his servile other. As Kostas 
Vlassopoulos has recently argued, the idea of being ‘under the control, the power of somebody 
else’, rather than the state of being owned, lies at the core of the Greek understanding of 
δουλεία.621 The present scenes negotiate the loss of agency associated with enslavement 
through the image of a person being stripped by another. Aside from the exceptional tragic 
cases of the barbarian Polymestor and the corpses of dead male warriors, such involuntary un-
dressing is a stereotypical marker of female passivity in Greek culture and, as we have seen, 
closely associated with scenes of rape and violation (2.1.1, 2.2.3 (ii)).622 Electra, Cassandra and 
Polyxena, by contrast, claim their undressing as a site of self-empowerment, and thus attempt 
to symbolically invert the domination of both involuntary stripping and enslavement.  
Read through the lens of male anxieties displaced into the female body, this entails a com-
plex ambiguity for the onlooking male spectator. On the one hand, the women’s self-asserted 
agency in their undressing, just like their continued nobility,623 may alleviate male fears about 
the effects of enslavement: there is a degree of control even to be carved out in slavery. On the 
other hand, servile women that they are, subjugated to a man’s (or even a male god’s) rule, their 
agency needs to be contained to prevent the same transgressive power that we observed in Cly-
taemestra above. They have to remain other, and safely distinct from their male masters, for the 
‘self-examination otherwise’ to work. Accordingly, the control that the enslaved Cassandra and 
Polyxena assert in their discourses of undressing is ultimately curtailed in their tragic represen-
tation. As sites of displacement, the women’s discourses of undressing have to be contested 
sites of agency. And still, a certain measure of destabilization prevails: even as they remove the 
idea of slavery from the male subject, tragic scenes of female enslavement highlight the 
 
619 DuBois (2008) 133. Cf. Rabinowitz (1998) 59.  
620 DuBois (2008) 130. See Raaflaub (1985), Raaflaub (1996), on the emergence of freedom as a political and 
democratic value in Athens. On agency and enslavement in Euripides, see Schrader (2015). 
621 Vlassopoulos (2011) 117. Cf. Synodinou (1977) 18f., Alston, Hall and Proffitt (2011) 3. 
622 On the association between rape and enslavement, see Sept. 321-332, 363-368. See also Il. 2.354-356, 9.128-
134, Lerner (1986) 76-100.  
623 See Polyxena’s praise in Hec. 379-380, 597-598, Rabinowitz (1998) 59. 
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insecurity of men’s freedom. In the words of Euripides’ Hecuba to Agamemnon, lord of the 
Achaeans, οὐκ ἔστι θνητῶν ὅστις ἔστ’ ἐλεύθερος (Hec. 864). In the context of female enslave-
ment, tragedy’s discourses of undressing both affirm and undercut the safe distinction of the 




































2.4 COMIC UNDRESSING  
 
2.4.1 From tragedy to comedy 
 
As the first part of this chapter has illustrated, tragic characters’ portrayals of undressing 
notably exceed questions of staging and costuming. They function as conceptual spaces where 
social norms, identities and relationships are negotiated and where fears about socio-hierar-
chical instability take centre stage, especially in female displacement. In Aristophanic comedy, 
ideas of undressing will prove just as irreducible to stagecraft concerns – even though our 
greater familiarity with the costumes of comic stage-nudity, and their apparent pervasiveness, 
may suggest otherwise. After all, the depictions of comic stage figures, especially on Attic and 
southern Italian vases, appear to imply their perpetual bodily display: equipped with tights and 
‘a body modifier, padded at buttocks, stomach, and sometimes breasts, usually skin-coloured, 
with details like nipples and body hair painted on’,624 the comic actor wore a stage body which, 
as Eric Csapo asserts, ‘unless covered by other costume, represented naked flesh’.625 Even be-
neath longer garments, such as the dresses of female characters,626 this tell-tale physique would 
have been readily discernible – and all the more visible, of course, in the often scarcely clad 
comic males. The bared stage phallus, in particular, appears to have been constantly protruding 
below their ‘unconventionally short chitons’.627 The grotesque and bulging stage-naked body 
was the comic actor’s quintessential costume. In Gwendolyn Compton-Engle’s words, ‘[o]n 
the ancient comic stage, “the body as costume” has a much more literal meaning’.628  
As this part of my thesis will argue, the comic ‘literalness’ of undressing as costuming does 
not preclude, but underline, its metaphorical significance and discursive constitution. Just like 
the stage-naked comic body, in its wrinkles, seams, hems and joins, constantly advertises its 
own artificiality, its blatant non-nakedness,629 comic discourses of undressing vividly partake 
in the same ‘paradox of exposure and concealment’:630 even as they claim to lay bare characters’ 
bodies, they recreate, and metaphorically ‘re-clothe’, them in social concepts of exposure, 
 
624 Hughes (2006) 41. Cf. Stone (1981) 18, Foley (2000) 281f., Stehle (2002) 372, Csapo (2014) 57, Compton-
Engle (2015) 18. On the grotesqueness of the comic stage body, see Winkler (1990a), Foley (2000), Revermann 
(2006) 148-150. 
625 Csapo (2014) 57.  
626 As argued in Foley (2000) 291, Hughes (2006) 42, Csapo (2014) 57 and Compton-Engle (2015) 28, comic 
stage females wore phallic bodies beneath female clothing and masks.  
627 Csapo (2014) 58. Cf. Hughes (2006) 54, Compton-Engle (2015) 16. 
628 Compton-Engle (2015) 16. On the idea of ‘the body as costume’, as used by art historians, social theorists and 
philosophers, see 2.1 
629 See Green (1991) 24-26, Hughes (2006) 41f., Compton-Engle (2015) 17, 23f. 
630 Compton-Engle (2015) 25. 
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stripping and display – concepts that, as we will see, have the capacity to assert or destabilize 
the secure position of the figure undressed. 
 
2.4.2 Gendered revelation and self-assertion: choral self-stripping in Lysistrata 
 
We encounter a first and foundational example of comic undressing in the multiple scenes 
of choral self-stripping in Aristophanes’ Lysistrata. As I will argue, these scenes conceptualize 
the chorus’ self-exposure as both the revelation of an underlying true self and a deeply gendered 
self-assertion. In this duality of claimed disclosure and deliberate self-fashioning, undressing 
will become apparent, from the start, as a highly complex social performance: it is meant to 
reveal the identity it constructs. While linked to the specific role of the comic chorus in this 
instance, the tension between revelation and (re)creation will resurface, in different shapes and 
guises, in characters’ evocations of undressing throughout the Aristophanic corpus.  
The particular discourses of choral undressing in Lysistrata emerge in an extended scene 
of physical altercation, an onstage battle, between the play’s two semichoruses of old men and 
women. Drenched in water and humiliated by their female antagonists, the male coryphaeus 
exhorts his fellow choreuts to strip in order to tackle the matter: ἀλλ᾽ ἐπαποδυώμεθ᾽, ἄνδρες, 
τουτῳὶ τῷ πράγματι (Lys. 615). Fifty lines later, he prompts them to undress even further: ἀλλὰ 
τὴν ἐξωμίδ’ ἐκδυώμεθ’ (Lys. 662). On both accounts, the old men’s self-stripping is met, gar-
ment by garment, by the old women. In line Lys. 637, their leader too calls them to strip, ἀλλὰ 
θώμεσθ’, ὦ φίλαι γρᾶες, ταδὶ πρῶτον χαμαί, and, in Lys. 686, they are called to imitate the 
men’s stripping once more: ἀλλὰ χἠμεῖς, ὦ γυναῖκες, θᾶττον ἐκδυώμεθα. Given the active hos-
tility of the encounter, all four evocations of choral undressing have been interpreted as follow-
ing a pragmatic necessity: a removal of outward attire would have allowed the chorus the ‘free-
dom of movement’ required for the vigorous choral dancing to be expected in such a scene.631 
In Thesmophoriazusae and Wasps too, choruses remove their cloaks before physical action, a 
vigorous search and a waspish attack respectively.632   
And yet, I suggest, there is more to the chorus’ self-stripping in Lysistrata than the cho-
reuts’ liberated dancing. The very extent of their undressing belies a strictly pragmatic motiva-
tion: as Alan Sommerstein observes, at the end of their stripping both choruses are ‘theatrically 
naked’.633 This ‘bold and apparently unprecedented move’634 certainly exceeds any practical 
 
631 Sifakis (1971) 104. Cf. Ketterer (1980) on Ach. 627, Stone (1981) 428, Sommerstein (1990) ad Lys. 615.  
632 Thesm. 655-656, Vesp. 408-409. See Austin and Olson (2004) ad Thesm. 656, Biles and Olson (2015) ad Vesp. 
408-410. For individual characters stripping before physical encounters, see Thesm. 568. In Wasps, the dramatic 
revelation of the waspish costumes certainly also motivates the choral stripping (Compton-Engle (2015) 128). 
633 See Sommerstein (1990) ad Lys. 662, 686. 
634 Compton-Engle (2015) 54. 
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requirement. Instead, it endows the choral stripping with a larger significance – a significance 
that resides, I propose, in the choreuts’ claims of what their undressing reveals: as we will see, 
there is a close relationship between the choral language of physical, indeed genital, self-expo-
sure and their assertions of an empowering, male or female, identity in the comedy’s battle of 
the sexes. This symbolic revelation of choral identity interestingly relates to the ‘symbolic “un-
masking”’ that scholars like Thomas Hubbard or Kenneth Reckford have ascribed to instances 
of so-called ‘parabatic stripping’.635 Aristophanic choruses remove parts of their attire not only 
in Lysistrata, Thesmophoriazusae and Wasps, but also in Acharnians and Peace. In both plays, 
this stripping occurs immediately before the parabasis of the respective play and has thus been 
linked to a ‘dropping of dramatic character’636 before the choreuts speak as the comic poet or 
as ordinary Athenians in their parabatic address of the audience.637 The belief in a complete 
‘dropping’ of the chorus’ dramatic persona, let alone a full and consistent identification between 
chorus and poet or citizens throughout the parabasis, has certainly been rightly challenged.638 
And yet, the idea of the chorus’ symbolic stripping is instructive for the scene at hand: it re-
minds us that the comic chorus is endowed with a ‘complex and protean’ ability to shift between 
different personae,639 and that the chorus’ language of physical self-revelation may well acti-
vate, and bring to the fore, a specific layer of choral identity – as we will see, a politically and 
sexually potent gendered self, in the present instance. 
 
(i) The male chorus 
 
The discourses of both male and female self-exposure in the play convey a strong sense of 
deliberate self-assertion – determined to uphold, or challenge, masculine dominance in both a 
political and a sexual sense. Thus, when the coryphaeus exhorts the men to strip, he calls upon 
them as free Athenian males (Lys. 614: ὅστις ἔστ᾽ ἐλεύθερος) and, as this battle-call proves 
little effective,640 on their potency as men: ἀμυντέον τὸ πρᾶγμ’, ὅστις γ’ ἐνόρχης ἔστ’ ἀνήρ 
(Lys. 661). Anyone ‘with balls’641 must now stand his ground. As they strip, the choreuts are to 
 
635 Hubbard (1991) 18, Reckford (1987) 188. Cf. Biles (2011) 44. 
636 See Sifakis (1971) 106. 
637 For prominent advocates of these claims, see Zieliński (1885) 186, Hubbard (1991) 18 n. 9. While Hubbard 
assumes the poet’s metaphorical and literal ‘soul-baring’ in the parabasis, Zieliński was the first to suggest the 
chorus’ abandonment of their dramatic personae at this point. In his view, the parabasis derives from a comic 
epilogue in which choreuts disrobed and re-assumed their citizen identities. For further scholarship, see Sifakis 
(1971) 106f., Stone (1981) 438 n. 53.  
638 See Sifakis (1971) 106-108, Stone (1981) 425-428, Olson (2002) ad Ach. 627, Compton-Engle (2015) 127. 
639 Henderson (2013) 296. 
640 See the women’s denial of the men’s political primacy in Lys. 652-656. 
641 See LSJ online, s.v. ἐνόρχης: ‘with the testicles in, uncastrated, entire’. 
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make their virility literally ‘smellable’ on stage:642 ὡς τὸν ἄνδρα δεῖ | ἀνδρὸς ὄζειν εὐθύς (Lys. 
662-663), ‘a man has got to smell like a man’. Rather than cover himself, οὐκ ἐντεθριῶσθαι 
πρέπει (Lys. 663), he must make himself known – presently, in the synesthetic combination of 
sight and smell. The choral imperative to display true manliness is closely linked to a pursuit 
of rejuvenation. This too is phrased in a language of uncovering: the men are to shake off their 
old age, νῦν δεῖ … ἀποσείσασθαι τὸ γῆρας τόδε (Lys. 666-670), shedding it ‘like a snake sheds 
its skin’,643 to reveal a youthful, masculine self beneath. In Lys. 797 finally, the coryphaeus 
moves to a high-legged kick (βούλομαί σε, γραῦ, … ἀνατείνας λακτίσαι), taking the idea of the 
men’s bared virility to its utmost extent. Already stage-naked at this point, the kick displays the 
great thicket, τὴν λόχμην πολλήν (Lys. 800), between his legs. The coryphaeus presents also 
this final stage of his exposure in masculine pride: as he asserts, all valiant men are τραχὺς 
ἐντεῦθεν (Lys. 802).  
The powerful image thus drawn of the men’s undressing is significantly challenged by the 
female semi-chorus: the counter-discourse of their own self-stripping (which we will discuss in 
detail below) and, even more so, their reconciliatory re-clothing of the male chorus at the end 
of the play profoundly destabilize the male claims. At this point, unable to bear the coryphaeus’ 
physical exposure any longer (Lys. 1019-1020: οὔ σε περιόψομαι | γυμνὸν ὄνθ’ οὕτως), the 
women’s leader benevolently re-covers him with a tunic in Lys. 1021: τὴν ἐξωμίδ’ ἐνδύσω σε. 
This recreates the earlier male undressing in a very different light: introduced by the men them-
selves as a forceful display of their youthful virility, it now becomes apparent instead as a pit-
eous marker of deprivation and an openly ridiculous sight. Ὅρα γὰρ ὡς καταγέλαστος εἶ (Lys. 
1020), the female leader proclaims, soliciting the men’s agreement to the inaccuracy of their 
own self-image. Four lines later, she re-asserts the ridiculous effect of their self-exposure and, 
in open reversal of the coryphaeus’ earlier assertions, identifies dress, not undressing, as the 
proper marker of his masculinity: πρῶτα μὲν φαίνει γ᾽ ἀνήρ, εἶτ᾽ οὐ καταγέλαστος εἶ (Lys. 
1024). Old man that he is (despite all claims of rejuvenation),644 the coryphaeus’ undressing 
was pathetic at best. Indeed, as he himself admits, it was nothing but a product of his anger: ὑπ᾽ 
ὀργῆς γὰρ πονηρᾶς καὶ τότ᾽ ἀπέδυν ἐγώ (Lys. 1023). In other words, the men’s undressing 
stakes a rash and misplaced claim for virility rather than entails its true revelation.  
 
 
642 See Wackernagel (1889) 44-47, on ὄζειν as ‘smelling of something’ in an indication of being (cf. adjectives on 
-ωδης, e.g. θηλυδριῶδες in Thesm. 131 (‘smelling of women’), Austin and Olson (2004) ad loc.). See also Telò 
(2013), on smell as a synesthetic tool in comedy’s representation of reality. 
643 Compton-Engle (2015) 54. 
644 Cf. Sommerstein (1990) ad Lys. 1020, Gherchanoc (2008) 84f. On the unseemliness of undress among old men, 
see also Xen. Symp. 2.18 and Priam’s description of the old man’s non-beautiful death, including his humiliating 
exposure, in Iliad 22 (see note 433). 
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(ii) The female chorus 
 
As we proceed to the women’s framing of their corresponding acts of undressing, we will 
ultimately encounter a similar destabilization: their self-exposure as well eventually falls short 
of revealing the powerful persona it claims. Before doing so, however, it strikingly counters 
each step of the men’s performance. Thus, when the coryphaeus first calls for the men’s un-
dressing as a political act, the women too politicize their stripping. Drawing on female nudity 
especially in contemporary ritual, they assert the legitimacy and public benefit of their present 
disrobing:645 shedding their krokotos at the Brauronia (Lys. 645), the women served their city 
as mere girls; they continued doing so by producing Athenian sons (Lys. 651), another activity 
requiring undressing; and they are doing so now, as they undress once more in the city’s best 
interest, εἰ δ’ ἐγὼ γυνὴ πέφυκα, τοῦτο μὴ φθονεῖτέ μοι, | ἢν ἀμείνω γ’ εἰσενέγκω τῶν παρόντων 
πραγμάτων (Lys. 649-650). The women’s undressing stakes a ‘claim to true “citizenship”’.646  
When the men strip for the second time, asserting their balls and ‘smellable’ virility, the 
female choreuts follow suit once more, and ground their undressing in the physical power of 
their sex. If provoked any further, they threaten to unleash their ‘wild sow’, λύσω | τὴν ἐμαυτῆς 
ὗν ἐγώ (Lys. 682-683), and ‘shear’ the men (Lys. 683-684/685: ποιήσω | τήμερον τοὺς δημότας 
βωστρεῖν σ’ ἐγὼ πεκτούμενον); and they too proclaim their self-stripping in a discourse of 
‘smellable’ prowess: ὡς ἂν ὄζωμεν γυναικῶν αὐτοδὰξ ὠργισμένων (Lys. 687). The animal im-
agery of these lines, the women’s liberation of their own bestiality (ἡ ἐμαυτῆς ὗς, αὐτοδάξ), 
while ‘shearing’ and domesticizing the men (σε πεκτούμενον), asserts their powerful ferocity. 
At the same time, it may imply a more specifically sexual aggression. Like χοῖρος, ὗς could 
double as a slang term for ‘vagina’,647 and thus suggest a threat of genital exposure. Here we 
may find, I propose, an early, comic reflex of the antagonistic female self-display repeatedly 
evoked in Plutarch’s Moralia: in Mor. 241b, 246a and 248b, it is by exposing their genitals that 
women ward off male enemies or scare their own men into fighting.648 As Froma Zeitlin ob-
serves, female genital exposure or anasyrma could be used as a terrifying, apotropaic gesture 
against ‘the opposite sex (the outsider) and the enemy (potential or actual)’.649 Accordingly, 
Karen Bassi argues that ‘the threat of a woman exposing herself to men is subversive in terms 
of social discipline … and political stability’.650 In the present scene, this subversiveness 
 
645 Cf. Sommerstein (1990) ad Lys. 645, Compton-Engle (2015) 54. 
646 Foley (1982) 11. 
647 See Taillardat (1965) § 108 (ὁ χοῖρος), Maxwell-Stuart (1972) 216, Henderson (21991) 132 n. 130. On ὗς as a 
metaphor for anger, see Sommerstein (1990) ad loc. 
648 See Zeitlin (1982) 145, Bassi (1998) 136 n. 84. 
649 Zeitlin (1982) 145. Between women, anasyrma could serve a prostropaic function. Thus, Baubo’s self-exposure 
delights the grieving Demeter (Zeitlin (1982) 144f., Olender (1990) 99-113).  
650 Bassi (1998) 136.  
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manifests in a second double entendre. The idea of the coryphaeus’ ‘being shorn’, πεκτούμενον 
(Lys. 684/685), at the women’s hands implies an acute sense of emasculation, especially if we 
bear in mind the virile pride he will soon apply to his pubic bushiness (see Lys. 800 above).651 
In our considerations of the Kinsman’s singeing in Thesmophoriazusae above (see 1.3.2 (ii)), 
we could observe just how emasculating the enforced removal of a man’s pubic hair could be. 
Made to display a highly aggressive female sex, the women’s undressing carries a significant 
whiff of male disempowerment. In their own words, οὐ γὰρ ἔσται [ὑμῖν] δύναμις (Lys. 698). 
And yet, just as we appear to come closest to the realization of the women’s threat of genital 
exposure, this ostensibly powerful gesture is notably challenged. This moment arrives in Lys. 
823, when the women’s leader, in a final imitation of the men’s behaviour, contemplates a kick 
of her own: ἀλλὰ κρούσω τῷ σκέλει; Before this move ever occurs, however, it is intercepted 
by her male counterpart. Τὸν σάκανδρον ἐκφανεῖς (Lys. 824), he comments in conditional 
mode,652 drawing attention to what this kick would reveal. The Aristophanic hapax σάκανδρος 
is most likely a slang term for female genitalia deriving from ἀνήρ and σάκ(κ)ος, a ‘man-
sack’.653 The coarse hairiness characteristic of σάκ(κ)οι furthermore evokes a particularly hairy 
pubic region.654 Such a pubis would not only prevent any full genital exposure (and thus poten-
tially weaken the women’s earlier threat), but display to view a contemporary tell-tale marker 
of female ugliness and old age655 – as the female reply promptly underlines: despite being an 
old lady, ὅμως ἂν οὐκ ἴδοις  … αὐ- | τὸν κομήτην, ἀλλ’ ἀπεψι- | λωμένον τῷ λύχνῳ (Lys. 825-
828). Eager to please the male vision, ἴδοις, the women’s leader not only takes a position of 
new-found submissiveness, but she draws on an image of positive, even erotic, feminine groom-
ing that is likely to clash with her old age. Lysistrata explicitly lists visible depilation among 
the alluring arguments in the women’s sex-strike – εἰ γὰρ … γυμναὶ παρίοιμεν δέλτα 
παρατετιλμέναι, | … | σπονδὰς ποιήσαιντ’ ἂν ταχέως (Lys. 149-154) – but this task does not fall 
to the old choreuts: younger women, like Myrrhine, are the prime site of such eroticism in the 
 
651 A tell-tale feminine trait in comedy, depilation signals feminization. Cf. Lys. 89, 151, 825-828 (see below), 
Eccl. 12-13, 65-67, Thesm. 216-217 and Ran. 516. 
652 This line supplies the apodosis for the protasis (the coryphaeus believes to be) implied in Lys. 823 (‘If I kick 
you with my leg’ – ‘you will display to view your σάκανδρος’). The future, optative and subjunctive forms in Lys. 
823-828 deny the realisation of the women’s kick and genital self-exposure (note the indicatives in the men’s case: 
Lys. 800). Cf. Compton-Engle (2015) 55. 
653 Cf. Taillardat (1965) §115 (ὁ σάκανδρος), Chantraine, s.v. σάκκος, Henderson (21991) 133.  
654 See LSJ online, s.v. σάκ(κ)ος, Henderson (21991) 133. Σάκος appears as (artificial) ‘beard’ in Eccl. 502; Eccl. 
97 (Φορμίσιος, see note 655) corroborates the comic association between beard-hair and pubic hair. 
655 On comedy’s endorsement of female depilation (and condemnation of its absence), see Lys. 85-87, 148-150, 
Eccl. 60-67, Thesm. 215-267, 532-539. Cf. Kilmer (1982), Taaffe (1993) 109 n. 13, Lee (2015) 79-82. The female 
shamefulness of pubic hairiness is underlined in Eccl. 97, when Praxagora exhorts even the women-turned-men 
not to flash their Φορμίσιος (a particularly hirsute contemporary: Sommerstein (1998) ad Eccl. 97) – a feature 
ironically appropriate, of course, to their male performance. 
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play.656 Indeed, the pointed juxtaposition of the old women’s self-stripping and Myrrhine’s se-
ductive striptease in the immediately following scene (Lys. 885-951)657 cannot but turn the for-
mer into a caricature of the latter. Even as the old women’s self-stripping evokes their imminent 
genital exposure, and a sexual force both apotropaic and alluring, this claimed self-image is 
strikingly undercut: old women that they are, the choreuts could not possibly reveal the potent 
female personae their stripping asserts. In other words, both semichoruses’ discourses of self-
empowering, gendered undress are ultimately challenged in the play. 
 
2.4.3 Comic characters and undressing 
 
In Lysistrata, comic undressing emerged as a highly gendered, sexually charged process, 
and as importantly linked to performances of social dominance and humiliation. Both traits 
remain crucial concerns as we proceed from choruses to characters, and from Lysistrata to other 
plays of Aristophanic comedy. Indeed, as we will see, gender dichotomies lie at the core of the 
genre’s foregrounding of undressing as an instrument of social power that elevates the one un-
dressing and degrades the one undressed. Delegated to a limited number of tragic scenes (see 
2.2.3), the idea of a gendered, (dis)empowering undress takes centre stage in contemporary 
comedy. Here, male characters liberally assert their superior (sexual) power in discourses of 
self-exposure and in their stripping of others, who suffer submissiveness and social inferiority 
as a result. Such stripping is paradigmatically applied to the ‘mute nude female characters’658 
of Aristophanic comedy. Recast in a male language of physical display and obscene figuration, 
these women will become apparent as conceptually caught between exposure and disguise, 
doubly objectified. As we will see, the degrading effects of comic undressing may also extend 
to the involuntary stripping of male characters. Lamachus in Acharnians, Dionysus in Frogs or 
Agathon and the Kinsman in Thesmophoriazusae will provide us with prominent examples and 
reveal an important comic distinction at the same time: unlike tragedy, the comic genre subjects 
male characters to stripping no less frequently, or less detrimentally, than their female counter-
parts. The very fact that men can find themselves on the receiving end of disempowering un-
dress destabilizes the comic pattern of male self-assertion, suggesting as it does that men may 
move from the agents of stripping to its targets, from superior to inferior party. This transition 
 
656 On the excessive libido and unattractiveness of old women in Aristophanes, see Eccl. 877-1111, Plut. 959-
1096. Cf. Henderson (1987) 117-120, Robson (2013) 46. See Gerber (1978), Lee (2015) 100, on their perceived 
lack of erotic attraction in wider Greek culture. 
657 On the scene’s eroticism (only) within the rationale of the comic plot, see Taaffe (1993) 67-69. Myrrhine 
exploits the ‘image of a sexy woman’ (Taaffe (1993) 68), while displaying a ridiculously non-sexy comic body to 
the audience. On the titillating incompleteness of Myrrhine’s striptease, see Compton-Engle (2015) 55. 
658 For this terminology, see Zweig (1992). 
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is epitomized in the Kinsman’s undressing in Thesmophoriazusae, our final example in this 
chapter: losing all control over his bodily cover – at the hands of women no less – he showcases 
the vulnerability of male superiority in Aristophanic comedy.  
 
2.4.4 Undressing as male self-assertion 
 
(i) Stripping oneself and others 
 
Let me begin my enquiry into the discourses of comic characters’ undressing by introduc-
ing their most dominant paradigm: stripping imagined as an extension of male agency, as men 
claim to expose themselves and/or others in assertion of their social and sexual prowess. The 
voluntary self-undressing of comic male figures occurs almost exclusively as ‘verbal self-strip-
ping’, that is, by evocation of a body part customarily veiled from public view outside the des-
ignated social spaces of male nudity (see 2.1.1). This evocation may, of course, accompany a 
physical display of stage-nakedness, and scholars have read onstage evocations of the penis, in 
particular, as meta-theatrical references to the stage-phallus.659 Presently, however, I will take 
a different approach: shifting the focus, once again, from the realia of Greek staging to charac-
ters’ imaginations of undressing, I am principally concerned with the dramatic discourses of 
their self-stripping – irrespective of whether they gesture to visible parts of the stage-somation. 
This will also allow us to nuance the signifying capacity of the comic somation: rather than 
taking the stage-phallus, for instance, as an a-priori sign of glorified masculinity, I will ask how 
the self-stripping discourses of comic male characters turn the phallus into a prime site of male 
self-assertion in the first place. 
In this light, it appears crucial that phallic self-evocations occur most prominently in the 
immediate dramatic vicinity of a protagonist’s final comic triumph:660 it is at this point that 
Dicaeopolis encourages two dancing girls to take hold of his πέος in Acharnians, τοῦ πέους 
ἄμφω μέσου | πρoσλάβεσθ᾽ (Ach. 1216-1217), expecting imminent sexual gratification, 
στύομαι | καὶ σκοτοβινιῶ (Ach. 1220-1221); here that Peisetaerus threatens to rape Iris, the 
gods’ messenger,  ὥστε θαυμάζειν ὅπως | οὕτω γέρων ὢν στύομαι τριέμβολον (Av. 1255-1256); 
here that the rejuvenated Demos hopes for ‘a triple-slam with the Treaty-girls’661 of Knights 
 
659 The (in)frequency of phallic evocations in Aristophanes has caused scholarly debate: while Foley emphasizes 
the ‘remarkably small number’ of phallic references (reflecting, she asserts, comedy’s concern with the non-phal-
lic, non-grotesque citizen body beneath the costume; cf. Foley (2000) 298, 304), Compton-Engle observes that 
‘[t]he phallus is the part of the body costume most often directly referenced in surviving plays of Aristophanes’ 
(Compton-Engle (2015) 42).  
660 See Stehle (2002) 274f. Cf. Henderson (21991) 39. 
661 Stehle (2002) 374. On κατατριακοντουτίσαι, see Sommerstein (1981) ad loc. 
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(Eq. 1391); here that Trygaeus asserts that nothing but his ‘prick’ is still needed to conclude his 
wedding with Cornucopia (Pax 870: τοῦ πέους δὲ δεῖ) and here that his slave claims a spot on 
Theoria τῷ πέει (Pax 880) before she is proffered to the Councillors for a sexual contest, τῷ 
πέει and ἀπεψωλημένοι (Pax 898, 903); it is here, finally, that the Athenian and Spartan dele-
gates of Lysistrata approach sexual gratification and proclaim themselves ready to strip and 
start ‘ploughing’ Diallage (Lys. 1170: ἤδη γεωργεῖν γυμνὸς ἄποδὺς βούλομαι).662 In each case, 
the verbally bared πέος advances to a central tool in male characters’ emphatic assertions of 
their sexual and social domination.  
The self-affirmative self-stripping of comic male characters is generally extended to acts 
of stripping another: most frequently, an eroticized female character.663 Also these scenes of 
stripping I will identify by drawing on characters’ verbal evocations of body parts customarily 
veiled (for women’s conventional cover, see 2.1.1). Yet again, I will set aside questions of 
material stage-nakedness and bypass, in particular, the scholarly controversy about whether 
Aristophanic mute nude females were costumed male actors or real naked women.664 Instead, I 
will turn to the discourses of stripping applied to these females in the words of comic men. 
Occurring most prominently in the vicinity of male characters’ triumphant self-stripping,665 
these discourses tend to passivize the women undressed, just as they elevate and empower the 
undressing males. As Bella Zweig argues in a seminal study of 1992, Aristophanic ‘mute nude 
female characters’ are ‘subject to exposure, actual or attempted molestation, and verbal objec-
tification’.666 From Acharnians, Knights and Wasps to Birds, Lysistrata and Thesmo-
phoriazusae, the physical attributes of such characters are appraised in the eroticizing gaze of 
men (e.g. Lys. 1148: ὁ πρωκτὸς ἄφατον ὡς καλός),667 and their bodies freely fondled, turning 
visual into tactile exposure (e.g. Ach. 1199: τῶν τιτθίων, ὡς σκληρὰ καὶ κυδώνια).668  
 
662 This pattern is parodied in the finale of Wasps: here, old Philocleon asks the flute-girl to do χάρις to his πέος 
(Vesp. 1342-1343, 1347), but tellingly describes it as a ‘rotten rope’ (Vesp. 1343: σαπρὸν τὸ σχοινίον) and doubts 
her endorsement of his wishes (Vesp. 1348-1350). Bdelycleon soon questions his father’s sexual prowess in similar 
terms, σε καὶ νομίσας εἶναι σαπρὸν | κοὐδὲν δύνασθαι δρᾶν (Vesp. 1380-1381), and deprives him of the girl. 
663 On the Aristophanic promotion of male potency through female abasement, see Zweig (1992) 78. 
664 For (the development of) the arguments on both sides, see Vaio (1973) 379, Stone (1981) 147-150, Henderson 
(21991) xv n. 8, Zweig (1992) 78-81, Marshall (2000) 20-22, Stroup (2004) 63 n. 55, Hughes (2012) 213f., Comp-
ton-Engle (2015) 36f. While important for understanding the humour of these scenes (cf. Stone (1981) 150, Zweig 
(1992) 78-81) and the artificiality of comic women (cf. Taaffe (1991), Taaffe (1993), Bassi (1998)), this question 
is less central to the present inquiry into how undressing was conceptualized on the comic stage. 
665 See Ach. 764-817, 1198-1216, Eq. 1390, Pax 849-92, Lys. 1114-1188, Av. 667-674. Vesp. 1373-1376 and 
Thesm. 1172-1198 feature comparable patterns of female stripping, but they endow the stripping males with neither 
sexual satisfaction nor social superiority. In Lys. 1112-1188, Lysistrata, a woman, strikingly facilitates the strip-
ping and male self-assertion (Stroup (2004) 66f., Compton-Engle (2015) 56f.).   
666 Zweig (1992) 77. 
667 Cf. Lys. 1157-1158, Eq. 1390, Av. 667, 668.  
668 Cf. Thesm. 1184-1185. See also characters’ hopes for lascivious kisses in Ach. 1200-1201, 1208-1209, Av. 672-
674, Thesm. 1191-1193. 
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Objectified in their mute passivity and sexual exploitation, these women frequently gain 
the status of objects also in a figurative sense (‘figurative objectification’ from now on): thus, 
the Megarian’s daughters in Acharnians, the flute-girl Dardanis in Wasps as well as the female 
personifications Theoria and Diallage in Peace and Lysistrata respectively are likened to actual, 
physical objects – and, as such, acted upon by men or freely transacted between them. In a rich 
variety of double entendres, their bodies are portrayed as territories to be circumscribed by 
groping male hands (Pax 879)669 or to be ‘divvied up’, ploughed and fertilized in male post-
war reconciliations (Lys. 1173-1174);670 they become athletic dummies to be wrestled, oiled 
and stood on all fours in a male civic ἀγών, πὺξ ὁμοῦ καὶ τῷ πέει (Pax 898).671 Women’s vagi-
nas, more specifically, are turned into campsites reserved for a male prick at the Isthmus be-
tween their thighs (Pax 879-880)672 and desired as the Melian inlet behind the prickly hill of 
Echinus (Lys. 1166-1170);673 they are portrayed as the pitch-tipped wooden cleavage of a torch 
(Vesp. 1373-1375),674 an oven for sacrificial meat, blacked from sooth (Pax 890-893)675 and a 
piglet ready to be felt up for sale (Ach. 764-766), sacrificed to Aphrodite (Ach. 793) or skewered 
on a spit (Ach. 796).676 Their anus, in turn, is presented as the knothole in a piece of wood (Vesp. 
1377)677 or the ‘Rotunda’ of Pylus coveted for a hands-on conquest (Lys. 1163-1164).678 Their 
legs, finally, are re-cast as the walls of Megara squabbled about in military dispute (Lys. 1170-
1172)679 or as offering themselves for lifting-up in sacrificial exposure (Pax 889-890).680 In 
each instance, parts of the female body are figuratively re-imagined as objects inviting both 





669 See Walin (2009) 35, for the groping imputed to the slave in Pax 879.  
670 Stroup (2004) 67. Cf. McClure (2015) 78f., Compton-Engle (2015) 56f. 
671 On Aristophanic ‘métaphores érotico-sportives’, see Garcia Romero (1995). Cf. Henderson (21991) 169f., Ol-
son (1998) ad Pax 894-904. 
672 Cf. Sommerstein (1985) ad loc., Henderson (21991) 64f. 
673 On τὸν Μηλιᾶ | κόλπον τὸν ὄπισθεν (Lys. 1169-1170), see Sommerstein (1990) ad loc. For the vaginal innuendo 
of κόλπος, see Henderson (21991) 149; on τὸν Ἐχινοῦντα (Lys. 1169), see Sommerstein (1990) ad loc. The latter 
appears to pun on the similarity between the city name Echinus and ἐχῖνος, the Greek word for sea urchin, an 
animal known for its prickly and rounded appearance, resembling a woman’s pubis.  
674 See Sommerstein (1983) ad Vesp. 1373, 1374, Biles and Olson (2015) ad Vesp. 1373, 1374-1375. 
675 See Sommerstein (1985) ad Pax 891, 892-893, Henderson (21991) 143, Walin (2009) 37. 
676 See Sommerstein (1980b) ad Ach. 794, 796, Olson (2002) ad Ach. 765-766.  
677 See Sommerstein (1983) ad Vesp. 1377, Henderson (21991) 201, Biles and Olson (2015) ad Vesp. 1376-1377. 
678 See Sommerstein (1990) ad Lys. 1162-1164, Henderson (21991) 139, McClure (2015) 79. Given the Spartans’ 
admiration for Diallage’s πρωκτός in Lys. 1148, the ‘Rotunda’, ἔγκυκλον, in Lys. 1162 most likely refers to her 
anus. 
679 See McClure (2015) 79. 
680 See Pax 889-890. Here, the ‘lifting-up’, ἀνάρρυσις, alludes to the ‘sacrificial pulling back’ of a beast’s head 
for slaughter (Olson (1998) ad Pax 889-890); it may also pun on the verb ἀναρρέω, a common reference to sexual 
ejaculation (Sommerstein (1985) ad Pax 890). 
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(ii) Figurative objectification and stripping as male competition 
 
While epitomizing the women’s disempowerment, this particular kind of objectification 
also allows us to explore more deeply the complexity of the stripping at play, especially the 
ways in which discourses of figurative objectification may serve as a site for competitive male 
self-assertion. As we will see, this competition exploits a slippage inherent in figurative objec-
tification between ideas of physical veiling and unveiling. In all four objectification scenes 
above, in Acharnians, Wasps, Peace and Lysistrata, women are both (verbally) stripped and 
metaphorically clothed in the figuration they experience: likened to an oven, gulf or torch, their 
vaginas are both revealed in obscene innuendo and covered, as it were, by the much wider (non-
sexual) semantic field that these objects may associate. The ‘oven’, τοὐπτάνιον, of personified 
Theoria in Peace offers a case in point: the highlight of Trygaeus’ stripping (Pax 885) and 
showcasing of ‘Showtime’681 (Pax 887: ὁρᾶτε τὴν Θεωρίαν, 891: τουτὶ δ᾽ ὁρᾶτε τοὐπτάνιον), 
her bared ‘oven’ promises to the councillors’ gaze both an alluring vagina and the metonym of 
culinary festival delights – both the stripped female figure of Theoria, as woman, and the per-
sonified concept of Theoria, as festival.682 Even as the councillors’ vision is persistently acti-
vated (Pax 887: ὁρᾶτε, 888: σκέψασθ᾽, 891: ὁρᾶτε), we are called to wonder what it is they (are 
meant to) see. How exposed, or veiled, are we to imagine the (figurative) object of their gaze? 
The symbolic identity of the figure of Theoria certainly adds to the complexities of the dis-
courses of her stripping (and we might say the same about Diallage in Lysistrata683); and yet, 
as we will see, also the figurative objectifications of conventional females in Wasps and Achar-
nians participate in images of both veiling and unveiling.  
Indeed, in each of these two plays, this ambiguity is competitively exploited by two male 
characters. In Wasps, the characters in question are the old Philocleon and his son Bdelycleon. 
The former ‘recreates’ the flute-girl Dardanis as a physical object in the mocking attempt to 
veil her true identity: ἀλλ᾽ ὡς τάχιστα στῆθι τάσδε τὰς δετὰς | λαβοῦσ᾽, ἵν᾽ αὐτὸν τωθάσω 
νεανικῶς (Vesp. 1361-1362). Accused of the flute girl’s theft, he insists that what Bdelycleon 
believes to see at his side is, in fact, not Dardanis, but a torch:684 oὔκ, ἀλλ᾽ ἐν ἀγορᾷ τοῖς θεοῖς 
δᾲς κάεται (Vesp. 1372). Presenting as proof her ‘cleavage’, an attribute highly suggestive of 
double entendre,685 he ironically proclaims the ‘torch’s’ visibility: δᾲς δῆτ᾽, οὐχ ὁρᾷς 
 
681 Sommerstein (1985) ad Pax 523. Θεωρία denotes both ‘festival’ and ‘festival-going’, its spectatorial aspect. 
Cf. Newiger (1957) 108, Olson (1998) ad Pax 523, Rutherford (2013) 341-345.  
682 On the importance of Theoria’s conceptual identity, see McClure (2015) 78 n. 73. 
683 On this scene, see Stroup (2004) 62-68, Compton-Engle (2015) 49f., 56f., McClure (2015) 78f. 
684 This object is present on stage at this very moment (note the deictic ταυτῃὶ τῇ | δαδί in Vesp. 1330), and Dardanis 
is made to hold it (Vesp. 1361-1362). 
685 Cf. Biles and Olson (2015) ad Vesp. 1373. 
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ἐσχισμένην; (Vesp. 1373). Even as Bdelycleon points out Dardanis’ pubes (Vesp. 1374: τὸ 
μέλαν) and anus (Vesp. 1376: πρωκτός), determined to literalize Philocleon’s figurative play, 
the old man upholds this strategy: he reinvents the girl’s pubes as burnt pitch and her anus as a 
knothole in the torch’s wood (Vesp. 1375: πίττα, 1377: ὄζος). As such, Philocleon’s comic 
figuration mockingly inverts the conventional dynamics of obscene innuendo. Rather than em-
ploying a metaphorically related object to indirectly reveal a woman’s body, the old man uses 
it, ironically, to hide a female body in plain sight. Transparent as it is, this bluff is soon called: 
τί λέγεις σύ;, Bdelycleon asks Philocleon in Vesp. 1378 and calls the ostensible torch impa-
tiently to his side. As he addresses the woman herself, Bdelycleon unmasks not only Dardanis’ 
true identity, but also the old man’s discourse of figurative veiling. 
The encounter between Dicaeopolis and the Megarian in Acharnians displays a similarly 
competitive ambiguity of obscene figuration. Here, however, the sexual objectification of a 
female character is evoked in an even more literal project of strategic veiling, a Μεγαρικά τις 
μαχανά (Ach. 738). This μαχανά is intended, not to hide an exposed female humorously from 
sight, as in Philocleon’s case, but to present her in an alternative, more profitable guise. Χοίρους 
γὰρ ὑμὲ σκευάσας φασῶ φέρειν (Ach. 739), the Megarian proclaims, before equipping his 
daughters with piglets’ hoofs and snouts and placing them in a bag for sale (Ach. 740, 744, 
745). This disguise both conceals the girls, in a literal sense, and subjects them to a discourse 
of figurative exposure at the same time: χοῖροι, after all, are animals associated so closely with 
femininity, and female genitals in particular, that the word registers as a Greek slang term for 
‘vagina’.686 As scholars have frequently noted, the Megarian’s disguise thus not only reduces 
the girls, in twofold objectification, to trade animals and their own vaginas,687 but it also entails 
a constant slippage between the two meanings of χοῖρος in the sale transaction to follow.688 
This slippage extends, I propose, to a competitive metaphorical (un)veiling of the girls’ bodies.  
Both layers of ambiguity are brought into the open with Dicaeopolis’ (tactile) inspection 
of the Megarian’s goods. Presented with one of the girls-as-piglets, he reacts in immediate in-
credulity: τί λέγεις σύ; ποδαπὴ χοῖρος ἥδε; (Ach. 768, cf. 767, 769). Inquiring further about the 
χοῖρος for sale, Dicaeopolis reveals the principal slippages of the term in a polysemous phrase 
of his own: ἀλλ᾽ ἔστιν [χοῖρος] ἀνθρώπου γε; (Ach. 774). Is the χοῖρος an animal belonging to 
a human, as the Megarian’s discourse appears to suggest, or a human’s vagina? The Megarian’s 
rhetorical question in Ach. 769, οὐ χοῖρός ἐσθ’ ἅδ’;, returns the onus of disambiguation to Di-
caeopolis, as it deictically invites him to interpret the situation: what does χοῖρός ἅδ’ point at? 
 
686 See Henderson (21991) 9, 60, 131f., Olson (2002) ad Ach. 738-739. 
687 See Taaffe (1993) 28, Platter (2016) n. 21. On comedy’s containing of (rebellious) women as animals, see 
Gilhuly (2009) 169-176. 
688 See Dover (1972) 63-65, Sommerstein (1980b) ad Ach. 739, Olson (2002) ad Ach. 738-739, 770-798. 
 148 
This interpretation is supplied little later. A χοῖρος now, the purchase will be a κύσθος, a ‘cunt’, 
once grown (Ach. 781-782).689 Calling by name the female genitals figuratively veiled in 
χοῖρος, Dicaeopolis engages in both linguistic literalization and metaphorical exposure – of the 
girls’ bodies beneath the piglet costume690 as well as of his own recognition of the Megarian’s 
μαχανά. And yet, he never openly calls the deceit. Instead, he joins the Megarian play of fig-
urative objectification, discussing the piglets’ (un)suitability for sacrifice (Ach. 784-785, 793) 
and feeding habits (Ach. 797-808) in a rich series of double entendres.691 Both complicit in, and 
‘in on’, his own deception, Dicaeopolis co-opts the Megarian μαχανά to his own benefit: at the 
expense of their father’s ridicule,692 he happily buys the girls’ χοῖροι/vaginas rather than the 
χοῖροι/piglets they are claimed to be.  
Thus, a sale transaction at its surface, this scene is also a transaction of a different kind: as 
each man attempts to dupe the other, they enter a competition of discourses of figurative objec-
tification that deliberately oscillates between veiling and exposing a naked female body. As 
such, the χοῖροι scene of Acharnians vividly attests to the complexity of the objectifying sexual 
innuendo applied to the mute nude females of Aristophanic comedy: rather than continuously 
serving ‘to emphasize the original obscenity’ and ‘to intensify’ our awareness of the bared body 
beneath,693 as Jeffrey Henderson asserts, it may fulfil a variety of veiling and/or unveiling func-
tions as it is competitively employed by different male characters. Figurative objectification is 
not a monolithic comic tool that persistently conceals or exposes, but a site at which concepts 
of (un)veiling may be traded and contested. Thus, it plays a significant role in the wider comic 
patterns established above: in a framework of male self-affirmative exposure, it showcases how 
fundamentally a man’s agency in (figuratively) stripping a woman may allow him to both dom-
inate the female in question and position himself in an inter-male contest where comic success 
is transacted in the control over the discourse of another’s undressing.694  
 
2.4.5 Undressing as involuntary male exposure 
 
A different kind of undress-based negotiation will be at the core of the present, final section 
of this chapter. So far, we have explored comic concepts of undressing primarily as the self-
serving (and potentially competitive) discourses of comic men, ascribing agency and self-
 
689 The Megarian may hint at this reading in the masculine oὗτος of Ach. 773 (Olson (2002) ad loc.). 
690 This exposure resurfaces in Ach. 789 (ὡς ξυγγενὴς ὁ κύσθος αὐτῆς θἠτέρᾳ). 
691 See Ach. 785, 801-804. Cf. Olson (2002) ad loc. 
692 This expense is quite literal: the tiny amount of garlic and salt that Dicaeopolis pays (Ach. 813-814), is ridicu-
lously low – for piglets, and especially for vaginas. Cf. Taaffe (1993) 29, Olson (2002) ad loc.  
693 See Henderson (21991) 8f. 
694 On the ‘competitive nature of the [comic] genre’, see Compton-Engle (2003) 507, Biles (2011); on the ‘ago-
nistic’ climate of contemporary Athens, see Lloyd (1992), Goldhill (2000a) 2. 
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assertion to the male perpetrators of undressing and objectification, and disempowerment to 
their female targets. The subsequent discussions, by contrast, will reveal comedy’s challenges 
to this male-affirmative pattern and address the significant number of Aristophanic scenes in 
which men, not women, are the actual or imaginary recipients of involuntary undressing. Here, 
the power dynamic most centrally at stake is the negotiation of male disempowerment. Follow-
ing a gradient of increasing subversion vis-à-vis the preceding male-centred paradigm, let us 
proceed from instances of a man’s undressing (imagined as) enforced by other men (Acharni-
ans, Frogs, Thesmophoriazusae)695 to the one comic scene that foregrounds a woman’s un-
dressing agency over a male victim:696 the Kinsman’s stripping in Thesmophoriazusae. In each 
case, we will find undressing conceptualized as intricately linked to two different processes: 
the uncovering of a true social identity, as external layers are being removed, and the social 
degradation of the stripped individual. This will prompt us to explore the slippages between 
ideas of undressing as social revelation and undressing as social recreation – an ambiguity we 
already found at play in the choral stripping of Lysistrata. 
 
(i) Lamachus in Acharnians 
 
Aristophanes’ Acharnians provides a first important example. As we have seen, the play’s 
protagonist takes a prominent role in the competitive figurative (un)veiling of the Megarian’s 
daughters. His undressing agency begins, however, with other men. Thus, it has been suggested 
that Dicaeopolis deprives Euripides of his own dress, as he entices him to part, one by one, with 
the tell-tale accoutrements of his Telephus (Ach. 414-469).697 That the comic protagonist should 
rob Euripides of his own tragic attire as he is making off, both literally and metaphorically, with 
his tragedy (Ach. 470: φροῦδρά μοι τὰ δράματα, cf. 464) is certainly a compelling thought.698 
More openly evoked, however, is the idea of a man’s undressing under Dicaeopolis’ control at 
a later point in the play: in the Lamachus scene of Ach. 572-625. As we will see, the scene 
provides a case in point of comedy’s conceptual slippage between degrading and revealing 
undress. 
 
695 Brief scenes of male stripping appear also in Plut. 926-930 and Av. 933-934, 946-948. 
696 Lysistrata’s undressing agency targets other women: in Lys. 78-92, she controls a ‘recast version of the stock 
[male] ogling-and-fondling scene’ (Compton-Engle (2015) 49); in Lys. 1112-1188, she facilitates just such a scene 
for men. See note 683, for further bibliography.  
697 Olson (2002) ad Ach. 445. Cf. Muecke (1982b) 50.  
698 This idea would humorously anticipate the submissive role assigned to tragedy as Euripides’ tragic Telephus is 
co-opted into Dicaeopolis’ (/Aristophanes’) comic performance. On the ‘contest of the genres’ in Acharnians, and 
comedy more widely, see Zeitlin (1996) 378-382, Platter (2007) 143-162.  
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Dicaeopolis instructs the pompous general first to take off his shield (Ach. 582)699 and then 
to remove the plume from his helmet (Ach. 584), the very embodiment of his heroic identity: 
‘Lamachus of the fearsome crest’ (Ach. 566-567: ἰὼ Λάμαχ᾽ … ὦ γοργολόφα), as the chorus 
glorifies the man.700 This symbolic ‘dressing-down’ is intensified when Dicaeopolis proceeds 
to not only use Lamachus’ plume for vomiting (Ach. 586), but also to trace its source to the 
κομπολακύθης (Ach. 589), the ‘big-mouthed boaster-bird’.701 While encouraging the general to 
strip himself of his most cherished insignia, Dicaeopolis thus identifies these insignia as mere 
boastful display. They are the false feathers that Lamachus claims, alongside a general’s pay 
(Ach. 602, 608), without sufficient democratic legitimacy: κόκκυγές γε τρεῖς [ἐχειροτόνησάν 
σε] (Ach. 598). Dicaeopolis’ discourse thus endows the general’s stripping with a second im-
portant significance: rather than simply reducing Lamachus to an unduly low station, it is to 
reveal the lowly persona he held all along, ‘just one more poor bugger’, in Niall Slater’s 
words.702 As such, Lamachus’ stripping becomes Dicaeopolis’ unmasking of yet another dis-
sembler in a play in which, to quote Kenneth Reckford, ‘the theme of the exposure of fraud and 
deception is programmatic’703 – from Dicaeopolis’ detection of the false delegates in the as-
sembly scene (Ach. 61-173) to his recognition of the Megarian stratagem above.     
Tied to a process of physical exposure, Dicaeopolis’ unmasking of Lamachus’ dissem-
blance furthermore suggests a specific understanding of undressing: as revelatory in an episte-
mological sense. It may serve to disclose somebody’s true identity, beneath the potentially de-
ceptive layers of dress, and expose them for who they really are. We encountered a similar 
notion above, in the self-proclaimed exposures of the semi-choruses in Lysistrata. There too, 
undress was evoked as a tool of revelation. And yet, just as we had to conclude that the cho-
ruses’ self-assertive discourses invite us to doubt the epistemological value of their self-expo-
sure, we need to wonder how seriously we are to take Lamachus’ revelation at Dicaeopolis’ 
bidding in Acharnians: engrained as it is in the comic discourse of another, can it reveal any-
thing that this discourse does not already suggest? In particular, can it avoid perpetuating the 
lowly position that it claims to disclose, given the degrading force of Dicaeopolis’ words?   
 
699 Losing one’s shield was a marker of cowardice (cf. Vesp. 15-27) and a criminal offence in contemporary Ath-
ens. Thus, in Aeschines’ remarks on the δοκιμασία ῥητόρων, ὁ τὴν ἀσπίδα ἀποβεβληκώς loses his civic privilege 
of public speech (1.29). 
700 See Dicaeopolis at Ach. 575 (ὦ Λάμαχ᾽ ἥρως, τῶν λόφων καὶ λόχων). Mocking references to Lamachus’ crests 
re-appear in Ach. 1082, 1103, 1105, 1109, 1111, 1073-1074, culminating in his lament for his fallen plume (Ach. 
1182-1185) before the ‘mock tragic fall of the wounded general’ (Foley (1988) 35).  
701 Cf. Olson (2002) ad loc.  
702 Slater (2002) 58. 
703 Reckford (1987) 178. On dissemblance and its exposure in Acharnians, see Slater (2002) 42-67, Duncan (2006) 
92-94, Reinke (2019). 
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Lamachus’ disarmament above certainly suggests that there is no easy, positive response 
to either of these questions: as Dicaeopolis entices the general to voluntarily surrender his ar-
mour, the ‘ultimate shame for a military hero’,704 he invites the very lack of valour and cow-
ardice that he intends to reveal. The separation of revelation and deliberate degradation be-
comes all the more difficult as we proceed to the even more base identity that Dicaeopolis 
‘unmasks’ for Lamachus immediately after depriving him of his shield and crest: the position 
of a submissive homosexual. As David Cohen observes, for the Greek man, ‘[s]exual submis-
sion is shameful and slavish; it dishonours and humiliates the free male’, making him ‘woman-
like’.705 This is, I propose, precisely the position ascribed to Lamachus as Dicaeopolis provokes 
him as follows: τί μ᾽ οὐκ ἀπεψώλησας; εὔοπλος γὰρ εἶ (Ach. 592). The meaning of this line is 
ambiguous: ἀποψωλεῖν may denote both ‘drawing back a man’s foreskin (to arouse him sex-
ually)’ and ‘cutting off his foreskin (thus circumcising him)’.706 Likewise, εὔοπλος γὰρ εἶ, ‘you 
are certainly well-equipped’, is hardly a literal praise of Lamachus’ weaponry, given his pre-
ceding disarmament. Instead, the phrase mockingly underlines this deprivation or, perhaps 
more likely, provides the sexual double entendre that may help us disambiguate ἀπεψώλησας: 
ironically suggesting the absence of Lamachus’ phallic equipment,707 it encourages us to read 
τί μ᾽ οὐκ ἀπεψώλησας in an obscene sense too. ‘Why don’t you push back my foreskin?’,708 
Dicaeopolis asks, inviting Lamachus to arouse him as a sexually submissive partner.709 The 
drawing back of Dicaeopolis’ prepuce, another act of physical unveiling, is thus called to reveal 
the true nature of both men: to disclose the sexual prowess of Dicaeopolis’ ψωλή and to unmask 
Lamachus’ lack of erotic agency in ironic figuration (εὔοπλος γὰρ εἶ). And yet, steeped in the 
self-serving interests of Dicaeopolis’ discourse,710 the protagonist’s elevation and Lamachus’ 
humiliation, the line advertises its own inability to reveal any social truth that it does not assert 
in itself. 
 
(ii) Dionysus in Frogs 
 
In Aristophanes’ Frogs as well, male characters are portrayed as undressing at another 
man’s command: in the play’s flogging scene, Aeacus calls Xanthias and Dionysus to strip, 
ἀποδύεσθε δή (Ran. 641). Part of a scene that questions precisely how true identity may be 
 
704 Compton-Engle (2003) 512. 
705 Cohen (1991) 183f. 
706 See Henderson (21991) 110, Foley (2000) 299, Olson (2002) ad Ach. 161, 591-592. 
707 See Vesp. 27 and Biles and Olson (2015) ad loc. Cf. Henderson (21991) 60.  
708 The aorist ἀπεψώλησας conveys an exhortatory future sense (cf. KG § 386.11).  
709 This reading is supported by Aristophanes’ tendency to ascribe sexual submissiveness to self-serving, dissem-
bling officials like Lamachus. Cf. Henderson (21991) 209. 
710 On the imposturous nature of comic exposures of imposture, see Reinke (2019). 
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established, this undressing too is positioned in a challenged framework of epistemological 
revelation. This framework is set against the exchange of costumes and comic identities be-
tween both characters which we discussed in Chapter One (1.2.2 (ii), 1.3.2 (i)). It is in their 
reversed roles, Xanthias wearing his master’s Heraclean disguise and Dionysus wearing his 
slave’s bundle (Ran. 589), that they encounter Aeacus’ accusations of theft against the ostensi-
ble Heracles (Xanthias), and that Dionysus, his ostensible slave, is offered for testimony under 
torture (βάσανος) to prove his master’s innocence (Ran. 616). Naturally, the god refuses such 
treatment711 and re-asserts both his own divine identity and Xanthias’ servitude (Ran. 629, 631). 
The slave responds by turning the original inquiry by torture into a different kind of βάσανος, 
an equally violent test of divinity (Ran. 632-634).712 Flogged stroke for stroke, their (in)sensi-
tivity to pain is to demarcate divine master from mortal slave (Ran. 635-639).  
Immediately before the flogging begins, we find the suggestion of an additional mode of 
differentiation: the stripping that Dionysus and Xanthias have to undergo at Aeacus’ command 
(Ran. 641). Pragmatically speaking, the undress makes the contestants feel the whip’s sting all 
the more keenly and thus supports the accuracy of the flogging test. At the same time, however, 
it gestures to the revelatory discourse of undressing that we already observed in Lamachus’ 
exposure above. Especially in the present context, where false identities were added by external 
layers just before, by the donning of club and lionskin and servile baggage respectively, the 
removal of attire may be expected to entail precisely the reverse: the revelation of a true identity 
beneath. And yet, here as well, the concept of revelatory undress is challenged. Indeed, as we 
will see, the undressing heightens, rather than diminishes, the unrecognizability of both char-
acters’ identities in the present scene. Its degrading capacity plays, yet again, an important role 
in this context. Even if Dionysus were to emerge from the test as divine, this superior status 
could not but suffer comic devaluation at the same time: coerced to submit to public stripping 
and flogging, Dionysus shares the humiliation characteristic of contemporary slaves (see 1.3.2 
(i)).713 As he disrobes alongside Xanthias, before both are beaten τὰς ἴσας πληγάς (Ran. 636, 
cf. 643), Dionysus’ joins, in effect, the lowly position of his own slave. In Compton-Engle’s 
words, here, ‘a new level of parity between Dionysus and Xanthias’ is reached.714 In the parallel 
degradation of both characters on stage, their identities have become virtually indistinguishable. 
 
711 On the degradation associated with the βάσανος in Greek thought, see 1.3.2 (i). 
712 For βάσανος as denoting both ‘test/trial of genuineness’ and ‘inquiry by torture’, see 1.3.2 (i). 
713 See Wrenhaven (2012) 63-71. The afterlife myth of Plato’s Gorgias (see 2.5) may provide a further, intriguing 
perspective on Dionysus’ degradation at the underworld’s gates: like Plato’s ‘whip scars on the naked soul’ (Ed-
monds III (2012)), the beating that the stripped Dionysus receives leaves him maimed and unable to ‘bare’ a divine 
identity. 
714 Compton-Engle (2003) 530.  
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Their undressing contributes to this indistinguishability also in a second, meta-theatrical 
sense: it suggests to the audience’s imagination the removal of the very costumes that create 
the dramatic identities of Dionysus and Xanthias in the first place. The meta-theatrical approach 
that this reading presupposes is invited by the slippage between disguise and theatrical costume 
in the immediately preceding scenes of the play (see 1.2.2 (ii), 1.3.2 (i)). Here, character iden-
tities are traded precisely by their external appearances: while Xanthias is said to take on Her-
acles’ lion skin and become his master (Ran. 495), Dionysus shoulders the slave’s baggage 
claiming to turn into his own slave (Ran. 497). As Francis Muecke argues, in Aristophanic 
comedy, disguise is meta-theatrically activated as ‘a doubling of the costume’ that internalizes 
‘impersonation … [,] the most basic element of theatre’, into the comic drama itself.715 If such 
a meta-theatrical disguise is removed, as in the present scene, this implies both a character’s 
undress, with the degrading potential outlined above, and an actor’s deprivation of his charac-
ter-distinguishing apparel. Thus, when Xanthias and Dionysus are made to strip for the flogging 
scene, they also invariably abandon (parts of) their theatrical costume.716 As a result, they are 
no longer able to fully portray a visibly distinct dramatic identity of their own, either divine or 
servile – nor can they fully mark their distinction from the respective other. Stripped of both 
dress and costume, they feature, perhaps most prominently, as two equally human actors on 
stage, who would have felt and failed the βάσανος in very much the same way. As Aeacus 
concludes the test in aporia (Ran. 668-669), he also captures the futility of their undressing: it 
has added obscurity to the very truth it meant to reveal.  
 
(iii) The Kinsman in Thesmophoriazusae  
 
We may observe a final, and perhaps the most complex, intertwinement of revelatory and 
socially creative discourses of involuntary male exposure in the language of undressing applied 
to Agathon and Euripides’ Kinsman in Aristophanes’ Thesmophoriazusae. As in my consider-
ations of the Kinsman’s re-dressing in Chapter One (see 1.3.2 (ii)), the Agathon scene provides 
a crucial prelude to this discussion. It features discourses of physical display, in both a revela-
tory and a socially creative sense, and thus importantly sets the tone for the play’s subsequent 
engagement with undressing. The femininity of Agathon’s dress and musical performance at 
the scene’s beginning immediately prompts Euripides’ Kinsman to mockingly ask about his 
 
715 Muecke (1982a) 22f. On the scene’s meta-theatrical quality, see also Taplin (1993) 67-69, Dobrov (2001) 151f., 
Slater (2002) 188-190. 
716 See Dobrov (2001) 152, on the ‘deconstruction of categories’ in Frogs. Thesm. 636, 939, Lys. 1023, 1173 are 
counterexamples to Sommerstein’s claim that ἀποδύεσθαι in Ran. 641 and elsewhere ‘regularly refers to the re-
moval of an outer garment’ (Sommerstein (1996) ad loc., italics in the original). In addition, we know that Diony-
sus has already removed his baggage at Ran. 627, leaving his krokotos to be removed next. 
 154 
gender identity: καί σ᾽, ὦ νεανίσχ᾽, ἥτις εἶ … ἐρέσθαι βούλομαι (Thesm. 134). In further pursuit 
of this question, the Kinsman verbally (perhaps actually)717 strips the poet, and thus calls to 
centre stage, once again, the idea of undressing as an epistemological tool. After describing the 
conflicting signals of the tragedian’s attire and life-style (Thesm. 137: ἡ τάραξις τοῦ βίου), he 
turns to his very person, σύ τ᾽ αὐτός (Thesm. 141), and the bodily markers that should disclose 
his identity in comedy’s gender-coded logic of appearance.718 Here too, the Kinsman proclaims 
his aporia: πότερον ὡς ἀνὴρ τρέφει; | καὶ ποῦ πέος; … | ἀλλ᾽ ὡς γυνὴ δῆτ᾽; εἶτα ποῦ τὰ τιτθία; 
(Thesm. 141-143).719 Agathon responds to this mocking inquiry with an explanation that un-
dermines the basic premise of the Kinsman’s approach. While claiming the identity of a ποιητὴς 
ἀνήρ (Thesm. 149) as the ‘home base’ of his gendered self, Agathon evokes a mimetic world 
where such a category describes, by no means, an unalterable state: as we have seen above 
(1.3.2 (ii)), here, dress performance may determine identity, and bodies liberally partake of 
male or female τρόποι in turn (Thesm. 152). For Agathon, the gendered ‘body is a costume’720 
– you are what you wear. This turns the Kinsman’s quest of determining identity by undressing 
into a highly futile endeavour.  
While Agathon’s response thus negates the epistemological value of his stripping, it fore-
grounds, I propose, its degrading capacities. After all, if we assume, with Agathon, that dressing 
has an impact on the wearer’s identity, must we not expect that also involuntary undressing 
may exercise a transformative power – if a more detrimental one? This is, arguably, precisely 
the scenario the scene suggests. Contrary to John Given’s assertion that ‘Agathon is able to 
alter his nature so as to make himself a woman, [and] then …, mutatis mutandis, alter his nature 
again so as to make himself back into a man’,721 I propose that the poet’s mimetic versatility 
across the full spectrum of male-to-female-to-male performance is cut short in the Kinsman’s 
discourse of undressing. Here, he is caught in a single, humiliating position. For, as Agathon 
elaborates that one must mimetically seek ἃ δ᾽ οὐ κεκτήμεθα (Thesm. 155), implying the traits 
that a male poet does not naturally possess (Thesm. 154-155), the Kinsman pointedly includes 
among Agathon’s missing traits also a man’s sexual prowess: ὅταν σατύρους τοίνυν ποιῇς, 
καλεῖν ἐμέ, | ἵνα συμποιῶ σοὔπισθεν ἐστυκὼς ἐγώ (Thesm. 157-158). Denied a πέος in the 
 
717 If Agathon is literally stripped at this point (Robson (2005b) 178 n. 18), the Kinsman may don his garments in 
the subsequent cross-dressing scene. If so, their dress exchange might recall the possibly equally literal transfer 
between Dicaeopolis and Euripides, another protagonist and tragic poet, in Acharnians (see 1.3.1).  
718 See Thesm. 191-192 and note the overlap in gender markers between Thesm. 136-143, 191-192, Eccl. 73-75 
and Lys. 42-53. 
719 The Kinsman’s mock tragic discourse of undressing (cf. Muecke (1982b) 50, Austin and Olson (2004) ad 
Thesm. 134-145) allows the scene not only to evoke Dionysus’ gender ambiguity in Aeschylus’ Lycurgeia (see 
2.3), but also to caricaturize the epistemological concerns of contemporary tragic recognition scenes.  
720 Duncan (2006) 41. See Agathon’s progression from ἐσθής (Thesm. 148) to σῶμα (Thesm. 152, 154). On the 
tragedian’s (seemingly) contradictory mimetic theory in Thesm. 159-172, see 1.3.2 (ii). 
721 Given (2007) 42. 
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Kinsman’s verbal stripping (Thesm. 142), Agathon is here declared so persistently deprived of 
phallic potency that it is unattainable for him even in poetic mimesis (ὅταν σατύρους ποιῇς). 
Satyric roles, requiring penis, erection and penetration, have to be acted for, indeed upon, him 
– and the Kinsman offers himself boldly for the task (Thesm. 157: καλεῖν ἐμέ). Notionally de-
prived of both phallus and phallic agency, Agathon is exclusively confined to a pathic position 
(1.3.2 (ii)): καὶ μὴν σύ γ᾽, ὦ κατάπυγον, εὐρύπρωκτος εἶ | … τοῖς παθήμασιν (Thesm. 200-201).  
The Kinsman’s discourse of stripping thus both limits the tragic poet to a state of derision 
and allows the comic protagonist to assert his own phallic superiority. As such, it recalls the 
power dynamic we observed for verbally self-stripping comic males above, with Agathon play-
ing the part of the passively stripped female and the Kinsman taking the self-assertive male role 
(see 2.4.4 (i)).722 This situation changes only little later, as the Kinsman offers himself for mi-
metic disguise, and submits his body to Euripides’ discretion: ἐμoὶ δ᾽ ὅ τι βούλει χρῶ λαβών 
(Thesm. 212, cf. 213).723 Tellingly, Euripides first uses this power not to dress, but to undress 
the Kinsman (Thesm. 214: ἀπόδυθι τουτὶ θοἰμάτιον). His language of undressing notably lacks 
a revelatory sense. Indeed, it hardly mentions the one item we would expect to be revealed at 
this point, the Kinsman’s own πέος. Curiously ‘irrelevant to the effort to eradicate signs of 
masculinity’,724 it features as an obstacle to feminization only in the most literal sense: as the 
Kinsman is made to bend over and expose his crotch for singeing in Thesm. 236-239, his κέρκος 
is quite physically in the way (Thesm. 239). Pushed aside for the real emasculation to come, it 
is deprived of any signifying function for the Kinsman’s masculinity – and thus negates any 
epistemological force for his undressing. Instead, this exposure too primarily degrades the per-
son undressed. As we have seen in Chapter One (see 1.3.2 (ii)), the Kinsman’s stripping soon 
gives way to his ‘symbolic rape’,725 as he undergoes shaving and singeing at the hands of an-
other. As a result, the Kinsman is forced into the same shameful position of pathic homosexu-
ality that he imposed upon Agathon just before. Yet, while the effeminate tragedian plays this 
part to perfection (so well indeed that he believes to attract even female envy: Thesm. 203-205), 
the Kinsman supplies his unwilling, and all the more humiliated, caricature. 
We encounter a third and final sequel of the comedy’s slippage between revelatory and 
derogatory discourses of undressing as we proceed to the Kinsman’s enforced disrobing at the 
Thesmophoria. Warned about a male infiltrator by the effeminate Cleisthenes, the women 
quickly suspect, and interrogate, the only ‘woman’ they do not know (Thesm. 610-633). Once 
accused as the culprit (Thesm. 635: ὅδ᾽ ἐστὶν ἁνὴρ ὃν λέγεις), the Kinsman’s public stripping 
 
722 On the Kinsman’s phallic self-assertion (and Agathon’s sexual submission), see also Thesm. 50, 59-62, 206. 
723 This line connotes both military (Compton-Engle (2003) 216f.) and sexual (McClure (1999) 226) surrender. 
724 Stehle (2002) 385. 
725 Stehle (2002) 386. 
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is demanded: ἀπόδυσον αὐτόν· οὐδὲν ὑγιὲς γὰρ λέγει (Thesm. 636). This demand activates, 
once again, a discourse of undressing as epistemological disclosure: just like the Kinsman had 
exposed Agathon’s body in order to gain physical proof of his gender identity, he now finds 
himself stripped for the very same reason by the Athenian women and Cleisthenes. Searching 
for the same paradigmatic signs, they observe not only the sturdiness and strength of this par-
ticular ‘woman’ (Thesm. 639: ὡς καὶ στιβαρά τις φαίνεται καὶ καρτερά), but also ‘her’ lack of 
female breasts (Thesm. 640: νὴ Δία τιτθούς γ᾽ ὥσπερ ἡμεῖς οὐκ ἔχει).726 The women and Cleis-
thenes turn to the Kinsman’s lower body next. While they entertained the idea of a female 
gender before, at least in a grammatical sense, they now catch sight of the Kinsman’s πέος: ποῖ 
τὸ πέος ὠθεῖς κάτω; (Thesm. 643). Α sure sign of gender identity finally appears at hand.  
Following this appearance, scholars have frequently argued that the sighting of the Kins-
man’s πέος, paralleled by a protruding stage-phallus, marks the eventual disclosure of his true 
masculinity: here, the phallic persona bursts forth that the Kinsman himself asserts in the Aga-
thon scene.727 Accordingly, Lauren Taaffe writes: ‘[u]nderneath the disguise, they discover a 
masculine body … [. H]is phallus appears … and reveals the truth once and for all’.728 This 
reading certainly accords well with the discourse of revelatory undress that I have identified as 
the rationale behind the Kinsman’s stripping. And yet, we need to wonder, with a number of 
more recent scholars, whether such an interpretation can sufficiently account for the ways in 
which this very discourse is simultaneously questioned and problematized in the Aristophanic 
scene. Thus, Karen Bassi and Eva Stehle have called us to question whether the appearance of 
the stage-πέος, in its blatant artificiality (see 2.4.1), does not conceal, rather than reveal, any 
underlying gender identity. While Bassi asserts that the ‘hyperbolic exposure of the phallos as 
costume is the overt concealment of the real thing’,729 Stehle argues, along similar lines, that 
the Kinsman’s πέος, ‘[l]imp, mobile, disavowed, redefined – costume, in short – … loses its 
naturalized power to represent the male’.730  
While importantly challenging traditional readings of the scene, both critics nonetheless 
fail to fully appreciate the destabilizing process in which the Kinsman’s πέος emerges in the 
first place. Marked by elusiveness, rather than unambiguous presence, from the start – ποῖ τὸ 
πέος ὠθεῖς κάτω; (Thesm. 643) – the πέος soon features as an object of contested vision, as it 
swings back and forth between the Kinsman’s legs. Just as it is spotted by one character, in 
 
726 For breasts as markers of female gender, see Thesm. 143: ἀλλ᾽ ὡς γυνὴ δῆτ᾽; εἶτα ποῦ τὰ τιτθία; 
727 See Henderson (21991) 90, Taaffe (1993) 78, 93, Zeitlin (1996) 378f., McClure (1999) 227 and, for a critical 
review of the scholarship, Orrells (2005) 42, 48-50.  
728 Taaffe (1993) 93.  
729 Bassi (1998) 139. Bassi distinguishes the concealing force of the comic phallus from the true revelations of 
armed epic heroes or male nude Athenians: ‘both … attest to unambiguous masculinity’ (Bassi (1995) 5). 
730 Stehle (2002) 377.  
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front or behind the Kinsman’s body, it escapes another’s view (Thesm. 643-646). Ἰσθμόν τιν᾽ 
ἔχεις, ἄνθρωπ᾽· ἄνω τε καὶ κάτω | τὸ πέος διέλκεις πυκνότερον Κορινθίων, as Cleisthenes ex-
claims (Thesm. 647-648). In this light, Daniel Orrells has compellingly argued that the persis-
tent shift of the Kinsman’s πέος between visibility and invisibility, exposure and concealment, 
questions not just its capacity to reliably reveal a true, male identity beneath, but the very ex-
istence of a stable masculinity: the scene ‘mockingly interrogate[s] the very idea of exposure, 
the very idea that one has access to a pure unmediated vision of man as man and woman as 
woman’.731 In the terms I have employed so far, it interrogates to what extent undress may ever 
successfully fulfil the revelatory function ascribed to it by comic characters and, as we have 
seen, a number of modern-day scholars. 
This interrogation is highlighted, I propose, by the socially contested exposure of the Kins-
man’s πέος. After all, it does not oscillate between visibility and invisibility on its own accord, 
but as the culminating finale of an extended, and highly derogatory, process of stripping: the 
exposed πέος is a site of social negotiation. As I have argued for Acharnians, Frogs and the 
Agathon and grooming scenes in Thesmophoriazusae above, comic discourses of revelatory 
male undressing tend to be challenged by a simultaneous notion of social debasement inherent 
in the male character’s submission to another’s stripping. This tendency is particularly promi-
nent in the present scene. Alone in extant comedy, it explicitly suggests that a free male char-
acter is physically stripped by someone else:732 ἀπόδυσον αὐτόν (Thesm. 636), Critylla com-
mands. In all other scenes discussed so far, the modalities of undressing either remain unspec-
ified or the undress is demanded as self-stripping.733 Unlike other comic male victims of invol-
untary undressing, the Kinsman thus loses control over both his attire and his own body – an 
experience that an Athenian citizen cannot suffer without significant debasement.734 Indeed, his 
groping appraisal (Thesm. 639: ὡς καὶ στιβαρά τις φαίνεται καὶ καρτερά) and geographical 
objectification (Thesm. 647-648) are paralleled only in the treatment endured by comedy’s mute 
nude females.735 Most strikingly, it is Critylla, a female character (supported by an effeminate 
male), who thus ogles, manhandles and strips the Kinsman. The ‘threat’ that Karen Bassi 
 
731 Orrells (2005) 48. This observation is central to a larger argument: ‘[t]his scene of so-called phallic exposure 
… presents a comic literalisation of Attic Comedy’s oscillation between covering over societal taboos and inde-
cently exposing them’ (Orrells (2005) 48). 
732 Only the stripping of the informer in Plut. 926-930 (930: ἀποδύομαι μεθ’ ἡμέραν) and Xanthias in Ran. 527-
528 (ἤδη ποιῶ | κατάθου τὸ δέρμα) suggest similarly physical interventions (see note 101).  
733 See Lamachus’ disarmament (Ach. 582-584: ἀπένεγκέ μου, παράθες, φέρε μοι), Xanthias and Dionysus’ strip-
ping (Ran. 641: ἀποδύεσθε δή) and the Kinsman’s stripping in Thesm. 214 (ἀπόδυθι τουτὶ θοἰμάτιον). Cf. Av. 933-
934, 946-947 (stripping of slave). Agathon’s (verbal) stripping by the Kinsman remains unspecified. 
734 See Winkler (1990b) 179 and section 1.3.2 (i). 
735 See Ach. 1199 (τῶν τιτθίων, ὡς σκληρὰ καὶ κυδώνια – note the syntactic correspondence to Thesm. 639), 
Thesm. 1185 (οἴμ᾽ ὠς στερίπο τὸ τιττί᾽, ὤσπερ γογγυλί) and the geographizing description of Diallage in Lys. 
1161-1175. 
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identifies for the ‘discourse of Greek masculinity’736 in ‘the presence of a female spectator’ is 
here taken to another extreme: the female physically intervenes and dominates the male subject 
of her gaze, feminizing the ‘man’ in the process. 
The intense degradation mapped upon the Kinsman’s exposed body in the present scene 
fundamentally challenges the idea that his undressing may somehow ‘reveal … the truth once 
and for all’, in Taaffe’s sense. Even as he is stripped of female garb to disclose a male πέος, the 
tell-tale marker of masculinity, the Kinsman is feminized in the very process of his exposure. 
This not only questions the capacity of undressing to reliably access social truth; it destabilizes 
the very idea of a fixed and unalterable social identity. In the stripping scene, both the Kinsman 
and Critylla play at (not) being male and (not) being female; and assume, voluntarily or against 
their will, the position of the respective other in the traditional gender-coded power dynamic of 
undressing. For the Kinsman, this transgender performance merges into a gender-ambiguous 
state of being – the most unsettling extreme of Agathon’s mimetic theory above. As we find 
epitomized in the Kinsman’s final inability to get stripped of his demeaning, feminine trappings 
(see Thesm. 939-946, 1.3.2 (ii)), he remains caught in effeminacy – and the humiliation that 























736 See Bassi (1995) 15 n. 44. 
737 Note the Archer’s coarse jokes of anal penetration in the subsequent scenes (Thesm. 1118-1124). 
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2.5 DISCUSSION:  
 
COMIC UNDRESSING BETWEEN REVELATION AND DEGRADATION 
 
As the preceding examinations revealed, like their tragic counterparts, comic discourses of 
undressing vividly attest to the impossibility of reading dramatic undressing as the mere literal 
exposure of a material stage-nakedness: from the empowering gender personae claimed in the 
choral self-stripping of Lysistrata to the self-affirmative self-display of comic male protagonists 
like Dicaeopolis, Peisetaerus or Trygaeus to the (un)veiling of comedy’s mute nude females in 
men’s competitive ‘figurative objectifications’ and the degrading exposures imposed upon 
comic male characters in Acharnians, Frogs or Thesmophoriazusae, patterns of comic undress-
ing are imagined in characters’ interactions on stage, again and again, as constructed in socio-
hierarchical negotiation. In the present section, I will go beyond this important observation by 
looking more closely at the specific discourses of comic undressing emerging in these scenes. 
In particular, I will ask how they relate to both the gendered ‘costumes’ of nudity that I identi-
fied for the Athenian city (see 2.1.1) and the overarching question of this thesis: what ideas and 
anxieties do comic discourses of undressing reveal about the (in)stability of social identity, 
especially for the Athenian male citizen?  
First, we may observe that there is a notable affinity between comic patterns of undressing 
and the contemporary representational paradigms of bodily exposure offstage, especially the 
idea of a self-affirmative male nudity (2.1.1). While we noted the absence of any positively 
connoted male undressing in tragedy, Aristophanic comedy certainly activates such a notion – 
if, no doubt, reframed in comic distortion. Scholars have repeatedly observed the difference 
between the grotesque comic stage body and the ‘ideal male body’ portrayed in contemporary 
art and non-comic literature;738 similarly, the sexual dominance associated with men’s undress-
ing in comedy is largely absent from the contemporary ‘costume’ of male civic nudity. Comic 
celebrations of male undressing are, in many ways, caricatures of contemporary idealizations 
of male self-display. And yet, within their respective worlds, the Athenian city and the parallel 
universe of the comedy staged within this city, both ‘costumes’ fulfil related functions: they 
each affirm the male subject at their core, as they map a status of superiority onto the male 
body. While the positive distinction of men’s civic nudity is thrown into relief by a shameful 
and degrading ‘costume’ of female undressing (2.1.1), comic images of male self-baring too 
 
738 On this ideal, see Lee (2015) 40-42; on deviations from it and the Athenian construction of the ‘other’, see 
Cohen (2000). On the specific deviations provided by the comic body, see Winkler (1990a), Foley (2000) 304f., 
310, Stehle (2002) 373. For further bibliography, see Compton-Engle (2015) 26f. 
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are forcefully set apart from their female counterparts. As we have seen, this opposition is 
framed in comedy as a difference between agency and passivity, sexual dominance and sub-
mission, in the immediate encounters of male and female figures. Thus, comedy’s notions of 
female undressing also appear to point, in comic distortion, to offstage paradigms of nudity. 
While the violent and involuntary stripping of (respectable) women is among the most perva-
sive patterns of female nudity in contemporary visual art (2.1.1), comedy presents us, most 
prominently, with passively stripped and fondled slave girls or personified abstractions. In other 
words, even as they refract undressing through a comic lens, comedy’s discourses of male self-
exposure and enforced female stripping are nonetheless broadly aligned with the gendered rep-
resentations of undressing in Athenian society. As such, they differ distinctly from tragedy’s 
marginalized humiliations of undressing men and its transgressive, self-exposing women (see 
2.3). 
The comic challenge to the representational status quo lies elsewhere: it showcases, I pro-
pose, the deceptive performativity and socio-hierarchical fluidity of identities in characters’ 
discourses of undressing. This becomes particularly apparent in the choral self-stripping of Ly-
sistrata, on the one hand, and the involuntary exposures of Lamachus, Dionysus and the Kins-
man, on the other. As the former demonstrates, the identities asserted in comic undressing may 
notably fail to materialize. Old as they are, both the male and female choreuts fail to realize the 
powerful selves they claim to lay bare. As such, these scenes provide comic evidence for the 
strict contextual and demographic limitations of positive undressing that we saw at play in the 
public, political sphere of the democratic city and in Euripides’ Heracles above (2.1.1, 2.2.2 
(iii)). At the same time, they point us towards the potentially significant gap between the per-
sona claimed in characters’ discourses of undressing and the identity they actually manifest. In 
this light, undressing too may become a form of disguise, or at the very least, of boastful self-
aggrandisement, as in the semi-choruses of Lysistrata.739 As such, it recalls comedy’s patterns 
of up-dressing above (see 1.2). Thus, unsurprisingly, the choruses’ undressing has the same 
transparently absurd and ephemeral effect, especially on the men’s part. To re-quote the female 
leader’s words as she inverts their self-stripping, ὅρα γὰρ ὡς καταγέλαστος εἶ (Lys. 1020). 
And yet, comedy’s up-dressing undressing is a rather specific disguise. It stakes its credi-
bility not on deceptive garments, but on their ostensible removal, on a narrative of ‘naked truth’: 
if only we strip back enough external layers, social truth and true being will emerge. In this 
understanding, identity is in some sense marked upon the bared body. This narrative appears to 
have had considerable currency in Greek literature and culture. It lives in the Homeric notion 
 
739 The ‘figurative objectifications’ in Wasps and Acharnians take the disguising potential of undressing to a ri-
diculous and obscene extreme (see 2.4.4 (ii)).  
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of the hero’s physical immediacy, especially in Odysseus’ bodily self-revelation, and underpins 
the aristocratic ideal of kalokagathia (see 2.2.1). It resides in the desires for a physical marker, 
a χαρακτήρ or βάσανος, of human genuineness in the Corpus Theognideum and Euripides’ 
tragedy.740 Finally, it resurfaces, in metaphorical capacity, in the Platonic dialogues. Rooted, in 
the words of Mario Perniola, in ‘the unveiling of an object, a laying it entirely bare and an 
illumination of all of its parts’,741 Plato’s philosophical pursuit of knowledge is repeatedly 
framed in a language of stripping.742 Even the true quality of human beings may appear in a 
process of γυμνοῦν. Thus, in the final judgment envisioned in Gorgias, humans are to appear 
γυμνοί in soul and body, with their bared souls revealing their vices, just as their bared bodies 
reveal the lives they have led: ἔνδηλα πάντα ἐστὶν ἐν τῇ ψυχῇ, ἐπειδὰν γυμνωθῇ (524d1-7).743 
And yet, as the transition from Homer via Theognis and Euripides to Plato may indicate, the 
idea of ‘naked truth’ came to be treated increasingly as an ideal, impossible to achieve in the 
world of human perception: thus, in Plato’ Gorgias, it is only in an afterlife scenario that true 
being becomes visible in the bared soul and body, and, as we have seen in section 2.3, tragedy 
prominently explores bodily markers in their epistemological unreliability. Thus, in 2.2.1, the 
‘naked maternal truth’ claimed by Aeschylus’ Clytaemestra became apparent as highly con-
tested in its capacity to reveal a clear and unbiased social reality. 
As I have proposed for the choruses’ up-dressing undressing in Lysistrata, Aristophanic 
comedy too intensely engages with a ‘naked truth’ principle. The comic approach, however, 
appears to challenge the idea of ‘naked truth’ in a rather different sense. The most acute concern 
of comedy’s undressing scenes is not, I propose, the unreliability of physical markers, or the 
question of how social truth may be reached, but the unstable, performative nature of truth 
itself. This manifests in the choreuts’ deliberate self-assertion of the powerful gender personae 
they set about to ‘reveal’, and it is even more clearly apparent in the involuntary male stripping 
of Acharnians, Frogs and Thesmophoriazusae. As we have seen, from Lamachus to Dionysus 
to Agathon and Euripides’ Kinsman, men’s physical exposures are imagined in Aristophanic 
comedy as part of another’s endeavour to unmask them for who they really are. And yet, in 
each case, their stripping fails to do so: instead, the transformative degradation entailed in the 
very process of involuntary undressing supersedes any revelatory capacity. Indeed, as we have 
seen, even those comic characters who previously donned a down-dressing disguise (see 1.3.2), 
like Dionysus or the Kinsman, do not gain any re-elevation by undressing. The humiliation of 
 
740 See Med. 516-519, Her. 655-672, Hel. 577 and Thgn. Eleg. 1.117-128. Cf. Musurillo (1974) 231-233. The 
belief in physical immediacy also underpins tragic anagnoriseis (see 2.3). 
741 Perniola (1989) 238. 
742 See Chrm. 154d4-e7, Alc. i 132a6, Tht. 162b1-7, 169a6-b4, Prt. 352a1-b2, Cra. 403b4-6.  
743 Cf. Edmonds III (2012) 165-186. Tomin (1987) compellingly suggests that the mantle-stealing Socrates of 
Clouds literalizes the Platonic metaphor of ‘[s]tripping the soul of its “mantle”’. 
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their stripping intensifies, rather than reverses, their social abasement. The overlap in these 
scenes between down-dressing and undressing reveals their shared preoccupation with the mal-
leability of socio-hierarchical states in dress performance, entailing a true degradation at worst 
– a risk that, as I argued in section 1.5, was a real-life issue for the Athenian citizen. 
To conclude, let me tie this observation into a wider generic framework: comedy’s often 
observed link to, and special licence for, exposure – of societal taboos, as Jeffrey Henderson 
has argued, or social dissemblance, as Niall Slater asserts744 – may not, in fact, consist in the 
revelation of a social truth in the unmediated sense pursued in tragedy’s epistemological en-
deavours. Instead, as Ashley Clements has astutely observed, comedy undertakes to ‘reawaken 
its spectators to the truth of their own deception, and liberate them from the aporia of the naïve 
and tragic search for another reality beyond’.745 As we saw epitomized in the contested and 
degrading ‘revelations’ of Dionysus and Euripides’ Kinsman, comedy exposes reality as always 
already constructed: beneath every disguise lies another layer of illusion, and all that any strip-
ping can ever reveal, and perpetuate in the process, is a deeply performative identity. There is 
no truth beyond the slippery realms of perception. Comic discourses of undressing thus both 
affirm the elevated standing of the male subject, in the sexual prowess of comedy’s self-assert-
ing self-unveiling protagonists, and destabilize the belief that any such standing could ever be 
intrinsic or permanent. In the performative world of Aristophanic comedy, and the Athenian 
society it stages in humorous exaggeration, being resides in external modes of self-presentation 














744 See Henderson (1990) 313 (‘It was for the comic poets to reveal them [i.e. the social currents running beneath 
the surface of public and official discourse], to give them the powerful and memorable airing that only the comic 
contest allowed’) and Slater (2002) 239 (on Aristophanes’ ‘political performance criticism’). Cf. Foley (1988) 44, 
46, Clements (2014) 191, 194. 





















































































































































This thesis explored, at its core, how (un)dressing functions in characters’ interactions in 
Greek tragedy and comedy, once we move beyond the pervasive scholarly focus on the physi-
calities of dress and stage-nakedness in the ancient theatre. It has asked, in particular, how 
discourses of dress manipulation relate to concepts of social identity, hierarchical difference 
and mobility, in Athenian drama and society. In my concluding remarks, I will propose a re-
sponse to this question in two steps: firstly, by summarizing the significance of dramatic dis-
courses of (un)dressing in light of the idea of the democratic citizen, especially for his stability 
and recognizability in the democratic city; and, secondly, by considering the wider contribution 
of this thesis to our understanding of Greek drama and, more specifically, the genres of tragedy 




CONCEPTS OF (UN)DRESSING AND THE DEMOCRATIC CITIZEN 
 
As we have seen in my initial sections on ‘contemporary frameworks’, in 1.1.1 and 2.1.1, 
the democratic polis created a public space of viewing and performing that placed the citizen’s 
dressed and undressed body at its centre, from the spectatorial mass events of the assembly, the 
law courts and the theatre to the city’s religious and athletic festivals to its ideologically charged 
architectural and artistic landscape. Indeed, as I set out in section 1.2.3, it is often only in civic 
performance, in dressing and acting the citizen, that citizen identity could be recognized by 
other citizens. Sections 1.1.1 and 1.2.3 revealed that dress performances played an important 
role also in the ideological constitution of the democratic citizen. As a category of being, Athe-
nian citizenship spanned a collective of immense scale and diversity, ranging from wealthy and 
educated elites of aristocratic pedigree to lowly craftsmen and poor peasants, who all, as dem-
ocratic citizens, held important participatory rights in the decision-making, working and mili-
tary defence of the democracy, notwithstanding the different degrees of their (financial) abili-
ties to exercise these rights. We saw this tension between societal heterogeneity and ideological, 
political homogeneity entail two processes of visual slippage, both within the citizen body and 
across its lowest boundary: on the one hand, elite citizens began to adopt, at least ostensibly, a 
more simple style of dressing in a process of ‘social mediation’ (1.2.3) – a conscious display of 
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socio-hierarchical levelling prevalent also in the ‘costume’ of civic male nudity (2.1.1); and, on 
the other, there was a visual levelling between the dress practices of poorer citizens, non-citi-
zens and slaves (1.5). Dressing and undressing in the Athenian city thus bore the potential to 
both homogenize the category of the democratic citizen and to highlight its socio-hierarchical 
instability, opening up a scope for dress-based mobility across the boundary between citizen 
and slave – one of the most crucial ‘others’ for the free democratic Athenian (2.3). 
As I have argued, dramatic discourses of (un)dressing allow us to glimpse two key anxie-
ties in this context: firstly, the fear of the citizen’s loss of agency and degradation to an inferior 
state and, secondly, the insecurity about how social identity, especially the identity of the dem-
ocratic male citizen, may be securely recognized. The former is prominently at stake in my 
discussions of comic and tragic down-dressing and emerges, in particular, in the different rep-
resentational strategies of the two genres: thus, in the paradigmatic cases of Aristophanes’ Di-
onysus and the Kinsman in Thesmophoriazusae (1.3.2), comedy dramatizes the idea that a 
man’s external down-dressing performance may cause his true abasement to a servile or female 
state. In each case, as we could see in section 2.4.5, the men’s degradation is intensified in their 
humiliating stripping at the hands of another. As I argued in sections 1.5, 1.6 and 2.3, the anx-
ieties dramatized in the comic patterns become particularly apparent in juxtaposition with the 
corresponding tragic representations: the strategic down-dressing of tragic males (1.4.3) and 
the (dis)empowering undressing of enslaved tragic females (2.2.3). In the first, we saw any true 
male degradation refracted into a pattern of selective non-representation: tragic figures like 
Menelaus, Telephus or Orestes successfully employ down-dressing disguises, across a very 
limited hierarchical scale, as external stratagems with elevating, rather than degrading, effect. 
In the second, conversely, we detected a strategy of displacement. While sections 2.2.2 and 
2.2.3 revealed marginal instances of humiliating male (self-)stripping, any true dress-related 
abasement in tragedy appeared displaced into the female. More precisely, we saw Electra, Cas-
sandra and Polyxena contemplate their (symbolic) enslavement and concomitant loss of agency 
in the contested control over (the discourses of) their own undressing (2.3). This final tragic 
displacement vividly captures the fears of socio-hierarchical transformation, especially from 
freedom to slavery, that we found explored also in dramatic down-dressing scenes.  
The question of social recognizability leads us to more complex issues. We saw this ques-
tion first arise in comedy’s up-dressing scenes (1.2), in which up-dressing characters like Xan-
thias, the Athenian women or Peisetaerus assume positions significantly above their original 
station only in patterns of absurdity, superficiality and ephemerality. I argued in section 1.6 that 
this comic curtailment of true upward mobility, accompanied by the striking non-representation 
of any up-dressing scenes in contemporary tragedy, shares in a wider cultural inhibition, 
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traceable in Greek myth and hierarchical thought, to entertain the idea of social upward trans-
formation. More immediately, section 1.2.3 argued, comic up-dressing scenes betray an anxiety 
about social imposture and the non-intelligibility of hierarchical difference. This anxiety corre-
sponds closely, I suggested, to the exploitability of the visual hierarchical levelling in contem-
porary Athenian society. The dramatic concern with social (mis)recognition features promi-
nently also in dramatic discourses of undressing. Thus, as I argued in 2.3, it emerges in Clytae-
mestra’s breast-baring in Aeschylus’ Libation-Bearers. The complex constructedness of the 
bared maternal breast in this scene (2.2.1) recalls, I proposed, the epistemological complexities 
of tragic anagnoriseis and brings to mind the preoccupation, among fifth-century intellectuals, 
with the (un)reliability of physical tokens and human (visual) perception (2.3). The broader 
tragic concern with the socio-hierarchical constructedness of visions of the undressed body 
(2.2.1, 2.2.2, 2.2.3) participates in the same insecurities. Finally, we saw also comic discourses 
of undressing approach the topic of recognizability – if from a different angle. Thus, the social 
self-assertion attempted by self-baring tragic women, from Clytaemestra to the slave women of 
section 2.2.3, takes centre stage in the choral stripping of Lysistrata and, especially, in comedy’s 
self-stripping male characters (2.4.2, 2.4.4). Here, questions of successful, competitive perfor-
mance supersede questions of true being. As we could see in section 2.5, this is most prominent 
in comedy’s activation of a ‘naked truth’ paradigm in the male stripping of Acharnians, Frogs 
and Thesmophoriazusae. Even as these scenes claim to lay bare a recognizable social truth, they 
create this ‘truth’ in the intense degradation of the stripping process. Thus, they challenge the 
very idea of a stable and coherently recognizable social identity. 
 
 
CONCEPTS OF (UN)DRESSING AND THE DRAMATIC GENRES OF ATHENS 
 
In the light of the key results of this thesis, let me propose a few broader conclusions about 
the relationship between Athenian drama and society, and the specific import of the tragic and 
comic genres within this relationship. The negotiation of societal anxieties that the present study 
identified for dramatic discourses of (un)dressing provides important evidence for the critical 
engagement of Greek drama with the concerns of the democratic city as apparent in visual art 
and oratory, historiography and philosophy (see especially 1.1.1 and 2.1.1). More than the mere 
stage presence of costume, or the (metatheatrical) evocation of characters’ clothes,746 discourses 
of (un)dressing showcase, in progress and with a view to both intent and effect, the dress-based 
constructions of identity shared by the performative worlds of the theatre and democratic 
 
746 See, for instance, the pointed references to Helen’s (Tro. 1022-1028) or Hermione’s (Andr. 147-153) dress.  
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Athens – and their most unsettling implications. Again and again, we saw these discourses 
highlight precisely the fault lines of contemporary dress performances and link them to broader 
insecurities about the socio-hierarchical instability of self and society (1.2.3, 1.5, 1.6, 2.3, 2.5). 
As such, this study gives support to the argument that Athenian drama, in both tragedy and 
comedy, speaks to the ‘social currents running beneath the surface of public and official dis-
course’ and provides, in particular, a venue for collective ‘self-examination’.747  
As we have seen repeatedly in this thesis, it is in the differences of, and intersections be-
tween, tragic and comic representational approaches to (un)dressing that we may glimpse their 
‘examining’ potential and the anxieties they suggest for contemporary social practices. Thus, 
my research affirms the fundamental value of exploring tragedy and comedy alongside each 
other. Despite the virtually identical context of the two genres, staged at the same two festivals, 
in front of the same audiences, at times perhaps even on the same day,748 such a comparative 
approach is relatively rare in Classical scholarship.749 Stephanie Nelson’s recent volume on 
Aristophanes and his Tragic Muse: Comedy, Tragedy and the Polis in 5th-Century Athens is a 
notable exception. Nelson describes the relationship between the two genres as follows: tragedy 
and comedy ‘mark out opposed and complementary spheres of interest’.750 As this thesis 
demonstrates, the study of dramatic discourses of (un)dressing allows us to nuance this obser-
vation. While the ‘spheres of interest’ of tragedy and comedy importantly overlap – they each 
speak, as we have seen, to closely related socio-hierarchical concerns – their approaches to, and 
engagements with, these spheres set them apart in complementary opposition.  
Tragedy and comedy differ in the directness of their representations of socio-hierarchical 
transformativity – non-representation and displacement, on the one hand, humorous refraction 
and open display, on the other – and yet share anxieties about the transformative transgression 
of socio-hierarchical boundaries. Indeed, we could see that, even in the comic universe, the 
hierarchical directionality of such boundary-crossing is of central importance. Thus, we ob-
served how both tragedy and comedy fail to represent, in any straightforward sense, true hier-
archical change in upward mobility. It is in the mutual re-affirmation of this shared lack of 
 
747 Henderson (1990) 313, Croally (1994) 40. Cf. Vernant (1980), Zeitlin (1986) 116f., Meier (1988), Goldhill 
(1990) 114-129, Rose (1992) 185-265, Carey (1994) 71, Seaford (1994), Griffith (1995) 107-124, Cartledge 
(1997). The ‘social function’ of drama in the Athenian democracy is contested in Griffin (1998), Rhodes (2003), 
Heath (2006) for tragedy and in Gomme (1938), Halliwell (1984), Heath (1987), Heath (1997) for comedy. See 
Griffith (1995) 62f. n. 1, 3, Goldhill (2000b) 35 n. 5, Carter (2007) 21-63, Walsh (2009), on the scholarly debate 
and further bibliography. 
748 See Sommerstein (1987) ad Av. 786-790. Cf. Storey and Allan (2005) 15f. Contra: Dunbar (1998) ad loc. 
749 On the scarcity of comparative scholarship and notable exceptions (e.g. Silk (2000) 42-97, Medda et al. (2006)), 
see Nelson (2016) 2 n. 1. A number of (ostensible) exceptions are edited volumes (e.g. Sommerstein et al. (1993), 
Dobrov (1997), Markantonatos and Zimmermann (2012)), where papers address one genre or the other, or works 
on comedy’s parody of tragedy (e.g. Rau (1976), Dobrov (2001), Slater (2002), Zuckerberg (2016)). 
750 Nelson (2016) 34. 
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straightforwardness that we could gain a sense of just how problematic this idea must have been 
in the Greek imagination – and in the conceptual environment of the Athenian democracy more 
specifically. As has been repeatedly noted,751 the ideological cohesion and equality of the dem-
ocratic citizen collective necessitated an even stricter distinction between citizen and non-citi-
zen states: as dramatic re-dressing scenes suggest, the upward transition from slave to free, 
woman to man, barbarian to Greek posed a particular challenge in this regard. 
As we could see, tragic and comic discourses of (un)dressing attest to another shared sphere 
of interest: a concern with the performativity, and concomitant challenged recognizability, of 
social identity in the democratic city. Here, the two genres became apparent as diverging not 
only in their representational approaches, but also in their different conceptualizations of the 
world around them. As we have seen, tragedy presupposes a world in which there is a poten-
tially knowable truth which may, however, be inaccessible beneath the (deceptive) layers of 
social performance. Aristophanic comedy, by contrast, contemplates the performativity of truth 
itself. Especially in Frogs and Thesmophoriazusae, it imagines, in a deeply unsettling instance 
of dramatic ‘self-examination’, that the self is only ever a surface layer. In the words of the 
Telephus quote that I placed at the very beginning of this thesis (Ar. Ach. 441 = Eur. Tel. fr. 
698: εἶναι μὲν ὅσπερ εἰμί, φαίνεσθαι δὲ μή), while tragedy is concerned with the differences 
between εἶναι and φαίνεσθαι, and the human inability to distinguish one from the other, comedy 
contemplates whether εἶναι and φαίνεσθαι might not be one and the same. In the Aristophanic 
universe, the performance of appearances, φαίνεσθαι, may well be all there is – and every new 
stage of (un)dressing bears the potential of renewed socio-hierarchical change, quite possibly 
to the wearer’s acute detriment.  
This divergence between tragedy and comedy not only reveals a particularly complex in-
stantiation of their complementary opposition at the dramatic festivals of Athens, but it also 
provides a glimpse, I propose, of a difference they both display, to varying degrees, from later 
dramatic forms. Menander’s New Comedy offers a case in point. While (mis)recognition con-
tinues to be a prominent concern in Menander, indeed a pattern often described as a tragic 
inheritance,752 it follows a more clearly restorative pattern: reliable pointers to true identity 
always exist and successfully disclose social truth in the end, re-elevating the recognized char-
acters to their rightful place in Athenian society.753 As Onesimos proclaims in Epitrepontes, 
νυνὶ δ’ ἀναγνωρισμὸς αὐτοῖς γέγονε καὶ | ἅπαντ’ ἀγαθά (Epit. 1121-1122a). This comic 
 
751 See note 437. 
752 See, for instance, Furley (2014) 106. 
753 See Webster (1950) 169-175, Dworacki (1978) 52-54, Zagagi (1994) 23-26, Lape (2004) 31-35, Furley (2014) 
106f., Witzke (2016) 43-47. For the uncertainties prevailing in Menandrian recognitions, see Vester (2013). On 
disguise in Menander, see Whitehorne (1993), Whitehorne (2000). On recognition and the (in)stability of identity 
in Roman comedy, see Sharrock (2009) 96-100; on disguise, Muecke (1986). 
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engagement lacks both the unsettling, epistemological aporia of fifth-century tragedy and, even 
more strikingly, the performative sense of being that emerges in Aristophanic (un)dressing 
scenes. In light of the present thesis, I propose that an attractive explanation for this shift, espe-
cially between ‘Old’ and ‘New Comedy’, may lie in their different socio-political settings. As 
Susan Lape has argued, in the context of the Macedonian Empire that framed Menander’s plays, 
‘it suddenly became important to define and distinguish polis inhabitants from the Macedonian 
outsiders, and … less crucial to maintain rigid internal status distinctions between citizens and 
everyone else’.754 In this framework, dramatic self-affirmation was likely to take precedent over 
dramatic self-examination and the intense scrutiny of the citizen’s own (in)stability in civic 
performance. In the dramatic genres of the democratic city, by contrast, this scrutiny was es-
sential – not least of all in their discourses of (un)dressing. 
For this reason, it is perhaps unsurprising that the fluid and performative identities we 
found imagined in Aristophanic comedy do not resurface in the genre’s immediate dramatic 
successors. Instead, they approximate, perhaps anticipate, a sense of social reality that was to 
gain traction at a much later point in history. In the arguments espoused by post-structuralist 
philosophy and social theory, most famously in the work of Judith Butler, social identity came 
to exist precisely, and only, in social performance. Thus, Butler postulates for the social cate-
gory of gender, ‘gender reality is performative which means, quite simply, that it is real only to 
the extent that it is performed’.755 As comic discourses of (un)dressing reveal, for Aristophanic 
comedy too, social reality is inextricably linked to complex processes of performance: as comic 
characters dress across social hierarchies and assert reality in self-revelation, as they undergo 
stripping or claim to unmask the lowly identities of others in the same humiliating process, they 
participate in a world in which being is fundamentally performative – for better or worse. As I 
have argued in this thesis, this world is rooted both in the specificities of Aristophanic comedy 
and in contemporary Athenian society. The instabilities of social identity and hierarchy that we 
found explored in comic discourses of (un)dressing, and cast into relief by their tragic counter-
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